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I NTRODUCTION 
That Robert Frost can be referred to as a 
symbolist is a&nitted by many recent critics and 
scholars, and interpretations of a few of his poems 
have demonstrated the practica.lity of the symbolic 
approach. However, no comprehensive study has striven 
to deal with the special qualities of Frost's symbol-
ism or to utilize the symbolic approach in evaluating 
Frost's noetry in toto. .~ . -- Therefore, this dissertation 
is an interpretive study of Robert Frost's complete 
poetry with special emphasis upon the symbolic im-
plications. The poet has assured the present writer 
tha t he would welcome a study of his symbolism and 
he.e specifically reaffirmed h is frequent declaration 
th~t all good poetry is by necessity largely symbolic. 
v 
This study takes note of the recognized distinction 
between "Symbolisme" (the art-for-art's-sake European 
movement) and what is here termed American symbolism. 
As other scholars have recognized, European "Symbolisme" 
is in many respects not symbolic, just as the Democratic 
party is in many ways not thoroughly democratic. Frost's 
technique represents the Emersonian, or American, approach 
to symbolism, an approach which u pholds the primacy of 
meaning rather than of sound effects. 
An attempt has been made to avoid certain critical 
pitfalls which now and then entrap Frost's interpreters. 
Erroneous interpretations result most often, perhaps, 
from excessive subjectivity on the part of the critic, 
isolated speculation without due regard for larger con-
texts, or overly-cautious literalness. To facilitate 
the achievement of reasonably just interp retations, 
fragmentary analysis of p oems has been avoided. It is 
unwise to detach individual lines or short pass ages 
from Frost's poems, as a few interpreters have been 
inclined to do in the past. Occasionally, such isolated 
passages actually represent viewpoints diametrically 
opposed to those of the poet. For example, one critic 
cites "The best way out is always through" as a Frost 
idea. In truth, Frost is a firm advocate of the stra-
tegic retreat, of the "one step backward taken11 that 
saves a man for successful function at another time. 
The idea of fighting through regardless of odds would 
be acceptable to Frost only if there were absolutely 
no other alternative. "The best way out is always 
through" is not Frost's idea but that of a character 
vi 
in one of the p oems, and that character is on the very 
brink of desperation. Moreover, the words are second-
hand even for the character who speaks them, as any 
reader of 11 A Servant to Servants" can quickly discover 
for himself. The best assurance against such misrepre-
sentation of Frost is a whole-poem and whole-book 
approach to interpretation. Such an approach accounts 
for the organization of this dissertation and for the 
preponderance of complete rather than fragmentary 
explications. Previous studies with which the author 
is familiar usually skip about at will from collection 
to collection, poem to poem, or line to line in search 
of evidences which favor this or that generalization 
about Frost's thought or technique. The approach in 
the present study is, as much as p ossible, inductive. 
The various collections of Frost's poems are grouped 
with some regard to chronological relationship, and 
only within such chronolog ical groupings are content 
categories established. By this means the growth or 
consistency of the poet's thought and technique can 
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be observed. A general, although certainly not a slav-
ish, regard for chronolog ical grouping improves the 
critic's chances of understanding ind:i vidual poems and 
reveals the development of ideas or tend encies. Such 
organization also discourages the scholarly vice of 
picking evidences out of miscellaneous contexts. 
An effort has been made in this study to avoid 
forced gener alizations. Often, when one tries to "add 
up" the miscellaneous ideas intimated by Frost, it is 
like adding a column of mixed positive and negative 
numbers. The only valid result, if one is materialistic 
about the process , may be something close to zero. 
Consequently, the present writer feels that one can 
be no more materialistic in summarizing Frost's ideas 
than Frost has been in writing his p oems and compiling 
his collections. Categories, classifications, and 
generalizations a r e among the prime dangers confront-
ing the explorer of Frost's poetry. In this study, 
an effort has been made to show relationships among 
ideas and symbols when such relationships app ear 
strongly wa r ranted, but an effort h a s been made to 
avoid suggesting that Frost himself can or would 
categorize h is ideas or s ymbols. 
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A valid study of Frost should not leave the 1m-
pression the. t the poet 1 s life work can be set up 
according to an academic plan or outline. Nothing 
could "be further from the truth where Robert Frost is 
concerned. He is a seeker. Even in his individual 
poems he tends to go where the poems lead him and to 
stop wheneve r he recognizes obvious terminal signs. 
He detests poetry written according to plan or assign-
ment. Clearly, he would be equally unwilling to see 
his career treated as if it were a matter of plan. 
Of course, even the most spontaneous products of 
Robert Frost's pen do reveal artistic organization by 
hindsight. There is ob servable consistency in his 
life, also. The long thoughts of t he poet's youth 
lea.d toward the speculations and contemplations of 
maturity and age. Frost's career reveals a natural 
(not an imposed) unity within a multitude of divergencies. 
The poet's st a tement tha t all his poetry represents 
a footnote to the first of the two masques (Reason) 
should not be taken lightly. In the "pursuit of a 
pursuit" which has been the poet's life, we can 
observe a cl os ing-in of the philosophical circle, a 
gr eater and greater concentra tion upon spiritual concerns 
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as the poet moves into his sixties and seventies. 
The two masques are more like philosop hical conclusions 
than anything else the poet ever composed. In this 
dissertation, an at t empt has been made to make B'rost•s 
conclusions the conclusions of this study. Any other 
type of summation would appear as a breach of p ropriety 
in a study which strives to be inductive and objective. 
Frost's conclusions, moreover, are in the opinion of 
thi s writer so undeniably important that they deserve 
the climactic position in any study of this great poet's 
life and work. 
In pursuing this study, the author has been grate-
ful for the ideas and indulg ence of many people. The 
initiating impulse, as the author now recalls, was a 
marg inal note by Professor Doris Holmes on a paper 
done for her summer course in Contemporary Poetry at 
Boston University in 1951. The final decision was 
brought about largely through a conference with Professor 
Edward Wagenknecht, whose e x ample and suggest i ons on 
this and other matters have been of inestimable value. 
Since then, the ideas and encouragement offered by 
Dr. Holmes and I)r. Wa genknecht have been the 11Without-
which-not.11 The author is especially grateful, also, 
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to the subject of this study himself, who has supplied 
not only the poems and published comments here treated 
but also a very kind expression of his pleasure in 
having a study of t h is kind und ertaken. Others who 
have contributed to this study in various ways include 
several of the author's academic colleagues and the 
personnel of the libraries utilized: Boston University's 
Chenery Library, the Boston Public Library, Harvard's 
various libraries, and McGill Library at Westminster 
College, plus a few other libraries in New England 
and Western Pennsylvania. Finally, I am grateful for 
the indulg ence of my family during t h e period of research 
and writing: to my wife, Marie, and to Carole , who have 
been on hand from the beg inning ; and to "Cha," who 
during the last eighteen months has had his small hand 
in thing s several times. 
C. H. C., Jr. 
New Wilmington, Pa. 
October 1, 1956 
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REVI~V OF PREVIOUS SCHOLARSHIP 
Although the variety of informational ~d inter-
pretive materials available to the Frost scholar and 
critic is fairly great, only a small portion of these 
materials can be classified under the headings of 
scholarship or scholarly criticism. Most numerous of 
all and generally of least value to the scholar are 
the items which have appeared in newspapers, news mag-
azines, and picture periodicals like Life. Frost's 
books, which sell better than most other collections 
of poetry, usually elicit some kind of notice by 
book reviewers in small towns and large cities all over 
America. The poet's comings and g oings, appearances, 
and academic residences have likewise called forth 
local and syndicated news briefs in all branches of 
the press. Also of little value to the scholar are 
numerous 11 appreciations, 11 often tied in with Frost's 
public appearances or publications. Seldom do these 
articles, which often appear in local-color journals 
and alumni magazines , add. much to the previously-
existent informa tion about Frost. 
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Of value to the casual student of Frost are of 
course the many summaries in literary histories., 
dictionaries of biography, a nd the like, al though 
these t e nd to duplicate one another and t o avoid 
d iscussion of controversial matters. The scholar 
i nterest ed in tracing the development of Frost's 
critical reputation will of course find some valuable 
material in such books from various past decades. 
The field of Frost bibliogr aphy has been 
explored by a few competent scholars and coll ectors, 
i ncluding W. B. S. Clymer and Charles R. ~reen, 
authors of Robert Frost: ~Bibliography (1937); and 
Louis and Esther Mertins, authors of ~ Intervals 
of Rober·t Frost (1947). The Clymer and Green 
bibliography is an excellent work f or the period 
covered. It records all Frost's collections (to 
1937) with a listing of complete contents for each 
volume, first appearances of each poem i n books or 
periodiCi:.ls 1 phonograph recordings of various poems, 
separ ate printings i n pamphle t or folder form, 1d€m-
tified prose publicat ions, transla tions into foreign 
language s., foreign appreciations, parodies, essays 
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on Frost, and reviews in newspapers and magazines. 
The Mertins' work c'~-ttempts to relate each of Frost's 
poems to a period or "interval" in Frost's life. 
Robert S. Newdick, a long-time Frost scholar, h~s 
made minor bibliographical contributions in the 
axeas of foreign criticism and early printings of 
a few poems. 
Several writers have contributed one or more 
scholarly articles or critiques on limited phases 
of Frmat's work or life. These articles, appearing 
largely in literary or academic journals, comprise 
perhaps the most important body of critical opinion 
and fact available to present-day students of Frost's 
poetry. Since the bibliography and footnot es of the 
present study list all of the ma terials found useful 
here, it will be sufficient at this time to empha size 
those scholars a nd critics who ha ve made the most 
frequent and most important contributions. Reginald 
L. Cook is the author of half a dozen studies of var-
ious aspects of Frost's work, including Frost as 
parable writer, as regionalist, as tea cher, and as 
conversationalut. Sidney nox has contributed articles 
on Frost as regionalist 1 tea cher, and thinker. 
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J. M. Dabbs is the author of t wo import ant articles 
on Frost's dark-wood symbolism and the poet's sense 
of t ime. Robert s. Newdick, with almost a score of 
useful articles on Frost, has provided valuable infer-
ma tion and insights for all future scholvxs. Newdick 
treats the areas of bibliography, children i n the poems, 
the structure of Frost's collections 1 Frost's college 
teaching, Frost 1 s classical interests, his dramatic 
qualities, his versifica tion, his att itude toward war, 
his prose works, .s.nd the influences upon Frost 1 s poetry. 
Other scholars and critics who have contributed one 
or more importa.nt articles include Joseph Warren Bea ch, 
Cecil M. Bowra, Charles Howell Foster, L. HcM1llen, 
Gorham B. Munson, William G. O'Donnell, Leon Spitz, 
h~rk Van Doren, Louis Untermeyer, Peter Viereck, Hya tt 
H. Waggoner, and Harold F. Watts. 
Only seven book-leqth studies have been published, 
not counting t he bibl+ographice.l works mentioned earlier. 
The earl i est of these studies is a 135-page 'l.'.rork by 
Gorha.m B. 1;1unson entitled Robert JTost: !!: Study in 
sensibility a nd Good Sense (1927). ----------~~- --- ---- ----- A competent work, 
it is still pt;rtly valid today. Since, however, it 
was published before most of Frost's mature poems were 
available, it is of necessity incapable of seeing the 
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poet in modern perspective. It perhaps overemphasize s 
Frost's 11 classical 11 simplicity and neglects some quite 
obvious romantic tendencies that were prominent even 
(or perhaps we should say especially) in the very 
earliest poems. In 1929 Sidney Cox, one of the most 
prolific of Frost scholars, published Robert Frost: 
Original Ordina ry Man. This slim volume (only forty-
three pages) is based on a long friendship between the 
author and Frost, a friendship which began as far back 
a.s 1911, when Frost was a te a cher of psychology at 
Plymouth Normal School, in New Hampshire. In this 
work Cox recognizes Frost 1 s dovm-to-earth sincerity, 
his partiality for the utilization of natural speech 
tones in his verse, his huma n sympathy, his breadth, his 
independence, his unobtrusive learning, his kindness 
a s a teacher and a friend. More important still from 
the viewpoint of the present study, Cox recognized the 
deeper implications of many of Frost 's poems at a time 
when many were prai.si.n.g the poet chiefly for his local-
color te.lents. 
In 1935 Harvard University Press published Caroline 
Ford's fifty-eight -page Radcliffe Honors Thesis, ~ 
Less Traveled Road : A Study .££ Robert Frost. In this 
insightful study, Miss Ford sees the difficulty of 
ce.tegorizing Frost 1 s thought or technique. She con-
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eludes tha t Frost is not a realist nor a mystic but 
is capable of seeing the 11 spiritual significance of 
natural events." She recognizes that this permits 
Frost to be termed, arnong other things, a symbolist. 
In 1937 Richard Thornton edited Recognition 2£ Robert 
Frost, a collection of several interesting early 
articles on the poet. Included are essays by Padraic 
Colum, Sidney Cox, John Farrar, J. W. Haines, J. 
Holmes, Elizabeth Sergeant, a nd Cornelius Weygandt. 
In 1938 Robert P. Tristrwn Coffin, in ~ Poetry £! 
~ England: Frost and Robinson, presented these two 
. 
poets as manifestations of a poetic renaissance in 
New England. F1rost and Robinson, according to Coffin, 
have e.bsorbed the old Ne'v:r England romanticism into their 
own lives .s~ nd given it a new birth as realism with 
symbolic overtones. Coffin thinks that Frost's poem 
entitled 11A Fountain, a Bottle, a Donkey's Ears, and 
Some Booksll symbolizes the function of these new poets: 
they have taken the old culture into their lives and 
brought it back into touch with life. 
By fe.r the most ainbi tious study of Frost 1 s art 
is Lawrance Thompson's ~ and~ {1942). Thompson 
has produced a general study which touches upon almost 
all aspects of Frost's poetry. The book has three main 
divisions: "Poetry in Theory, 11 "Poetry in Practice," 
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a nd "Attitude toward Life." Under t he heading of 
theory, Thompson includes a useful discussion of the 
backgrounds out of which Frost's own theory takes its 
inspiration. Thompson here recognizes the opposed 
idea s of Poe and Emerson a.nd places Frost in the 
Emersonie.n line. The section on poetry in practice perhaps 
suffers somewhat because t h e interpreta tions are more 
fre quently a imed at the support of t heories tha n at the 
maximum comprehension of the poems per ~· In discussing 
Frost's attitude toward life, Thompson wisely avoids linking 
Frost with any specific philosophy or dogma. The chapter 
on 11Love 11 is perh ps the best one in this section, and 8 
would no doubt have been better still if it had been 
written after, instead of before, t he publication of 
Frost's ~ Masque of Mere¥• One possible defect of 
~ and Ice is, however, a tendency to indistinctness, 
subjectivity, and partial disregard of context in 
poetic explicat ions. In spite of this, though, Thompson 
must be credited with the best published study of 
Frost to the present date. 
Unpublished studies of Frost include an undeter-
mined number of undergradua te papers a nd master's 
theses cone in various colleges and universities plus 
t:c fe w doct oral dissertations on general or specific 
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aspects of Frost's life and work . Among the former 
studies~ only a few are preserved in accessible 
locations. These include an early Harvard Honors 
Thesis by R. c. Harrison entitled n ~~ -Whittier and 
Frost, their Rela tion to the Earlier and Later 
Renaissance in American Poetry" (1922); a Radcliffe 
Honors Thesis cy Caroline Ford entitled 11 The Less 
Traveled Road: a Study of Robert Frost" (1935), sub-
sequently printed in pamphlet form by the Harvard 
University Press; a manuscript by Robert Douglas 
(now i n Lowell Institute Library) entitled "The Idea 
of Nature in the Poetical Work of Robert Frost and 
"Amy Lowell 11 (n. d .); a nd a master's thesis by s. H. 
Huntington entitled 11A Study of the Literary Relations 
of Robert Frost and Edward Thomas" (Ohio State University, 
n.d. ). 
Doctoral dissertations now on record include Irma 
Seibt's "Die Dichtung Robert Frosts" (University of 
Graz, Austria, 1939); Esther Livingstone Roberts• 
11 The Thought in Robert .F'rost 1 s Poetry" (Boston Univer-
sity 1 1947 ); Mildr·ed R. Larson 1 s 11Robert Frost as a 
Teacher" (New York University School. of Education, 
1949); Ma..ry E. Smith's liThe Function of Natural 
Phenomena in the Poetry of Robert Frost 11 (University 
xix 
of Iowa 1 1951); Donald Edward McCoy's 11Robert Frost: 
the Reception and Development of his Poetry 11 (Univer-
sity of Illinois 1 1952); and John F. Lynen 1 s "Pastor-
alism in the Poetry of Robert Frost" (Yale University 1 
1954 ). Judging by the title 1 Irma Seibt's inaccessible 
work (it is not even mentioned in bibliographies of 
other electoral theses) is a general treatment of the 
poetry. Esther Roberts ha s produced a brief but 
interesting cate gorization of Frost's thought as it 
seems to be reflected in a number of the important 
poems. Mildred Larson has done a comprehensive 
study of Frost's pedagogical t heories and practices. 
Her sources include testimony of ex-s t udents and 
colleagues of r~,rost , remarlc s ma.de by Frost himself1 
and B,rost 1 s poetry. Mar y Smith explores Frost's use 
of nature as a background and as a major source of 
figurative i mages ; she shows t ha t Frost uses na ture 
not primarily f or loc~-color but chiefly for metaphorical 
(one could also say symbolical) purposes. Donald M cOoy 
studies the critical reception accorded Frost's poetry 1 
with stress on the difficulty which cri tics and the 
general p~ lic have ~~din comprehending Frost's some-
what unique medium. John Lynen1 no doubt noting the 
o·ft_,_mentioned clas sical i nte rests· of Robert Frost, 
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has studied Frost's poetry with emphasis upon i t a 
pastoralism. 
At the present time several researchers are at 
work on various aspects of Frost's life and work, 
according t o the research-in-progress listings of 
PMLA _during recent years. Ma.rgarete Libal and I. 
Brix have been at work on ind~p-~ndent stud ies at the 
University of Vienna1 a ccording to PMLA in 1952. 
The titles of their projected works are, respectively, 
11 Das Naturgef~hl bei Frost 11 and 11 Frost. u There .has 
been no subsequent r eport of either of these projects. 
Also in 1952, John R. Doyle announced his intention 
t o do an 11 a nalysis 11 of Frost's poetry. In the s ame 
year William G. O'Donnell, who has done some good 
articles on Frost, announced a proj ected "Introduc-
tion to Frost. 11 It appe c'3.rs that neither work has been 
completed as yet. Lawrance Thompson has for s ome years 
been a t work on a biography of Frost. Three disser-
.t a t ions have been announced recently and a re supposedly 
still in progress: Daniel Symthe 1s "A Study of Robert 
Frost's Poetry" (University of Pennsylvania), Elizabeth 
Isaacs' 11 Frost, the Man a nd his Art 11 (Washington Univer-
sity) 1 and Robert Ganz, Jr. 1 s ~'Frost and the Nineteenth 
Century Poetic Tradition" (Har vard University). If 
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the present trend continues, Frost will be one of the 
most studied poets of our time. 
A substantial number of Frost studies, both pub-
lished and unpublished, recognize the symbolic possi-
bi lities of individual poems or of the poetry in general. 
There is no need, obviously, to speak defensively or 
apologetica.lly of s.ny treatment of Frost as a symbolist. 
In a recent letter to the author, Frost ·~ himself ha s 
made clear that he considers an apologetic or defensive 
approach unnecessary, since he has been talking for 
years about his symbolism and his ulteriority. No 
study previous ' to the present one, however, has under-
taken to build an interpreta tion of Frost's poetry 
around the central fact of his symbolism. 
None of the more comprehensive studies have seen 
fit to l abel Frost's thought in any but the most general 
of terms. A liberally-qualified humanism is perhaps the 
philosophy mo s t frequently associated with the poet. 
The qualifications, however, are often so plentiful as 
to rob the main term of any gena~ne significance. Per-
haps the safest approach is that taken by Mildred Larson, 
who sees Frost as an "eclectic. u She demonstr·ates what 
she means by pointing out strains of humanism, idealism, 
pragmatism, mysticism, and even (an obvious point, 
in the opinion of the present writer) Christianity. 
Esther Roberts comes to similar conclusions in her 
earlier Boston University dissertation. She takes 
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up the various phases of Frost's thought under the 
headings nMan," "Man and Nature,""Man and Society," 
"Man and Reason," "Man and Emotion,'' "Man and God." 
Wisely, she refuses to come to any conclusion which 
puts undue stress on any one of these relationships. 
Perhaps, since she has built her study around Frost's 
views concerning man and his various relationships, 
we can assume that the poet's humanism has received 
due recognition. But the climactic relationship in 
her study is that between man and God, a fact which 
supports the present writer's view that the problem 
of this relationship is the grand problem of Frost's 
life, the spiritual enigma that has been central in 
the poet's thought from the beginning. 
I. ROBERT FROST AS AMERICAN SYMBOLIST 
Far as we aim our signs to reach. 
Far as we often make them reach• 
Across the soul-from-soul abyss. 
There is an aeon limit set 
Beyond which they are doomed to miss. 
(Robert Frost. ~ A Missive Missileu) 
The Interpretive Problem 
The fundamental question preliminary to any study of 
Robert Frost's poetry is. how far may an interpreter justi-
fiably pursue the quest for meaning beyond the concrete 
facts or events depicted in any given poem? or. to put the, 
question in slightly different terms, where does the poet's 
intention cease and the critic's faney begin? This question 
is highly pertinent in any study of a poet as symbolist. 
since the symbolic vein traverses the somewhat hazy rea~s 
of implication and inference. 
The range of viewpoints on this question is great. At 
the extreme left stands the super exponent of Brooks-and-
Warrenism. His marvelously clever and intricate analyses 
of~en reveal the poet's intentions so thoroughly that the 
1 
poet himself might be amazed to learn what he had in mind. 
For example, one interpretation of Frost's "Dust of Snow" 
1 
2 
(p. 270) weaves a remarkable fabric of Christian all~gory 
around the rather sparse torso of this very short poem. 
Having proposed a multitude of symbolic meanings for every 
noun and verb in the poem, the interpreter concludes with 
the following burst of oratory: 
As final proof of the poet's piety and of the great 
religious implications of th~ work, let us consider 
the terminal word--nrued, 11 which pulls together, 
sums up, concentrates, and consecrates the emotion 
of the whole work. After a symbolic structure of the 
type already noted, would the poet be content to let 
the final word stand on its bald denotation of 
••regretted"? Certainly not. Think bs.ck to the early 
English word for cross-- 11rood. 11 In the light of the 
fact tha t "rood" and "tree 11 are often used interchange-
ably for 11 cross 11 in early writings, the hemlock which 
is featured in the peem can be beheld as a symbol. 
'rhe poet is playing upon the ear-senses of llrued" to 
heighten the mystical implications already suggested. 
Since this is a poem about a tree from which the 
protagonist received an insight into the meaning of 
death and therefore of life, we can see parallels 
with the ideas of Christianity. By means of his final 
ward the poet has punctuated the poem and driven home 
the symbolism. He has subtly worked in the whole 
emotion of Christianity and of the Christian mystery, 
with its regret for Chri:st's crucifixion and its 
adoration of-=tlie Cross.2 
The present writer ruls used this explication of "Dust of 
Snow" several times to test the gullibility of English 
students in two or three different colleges. Invariably, 
lpage notations following titles, quotations, or 
references within the text apply to Complete Poems of 
Robert Frost~ (New York: Holt, 1949). 
2This is a reconstruction of an explication once pro-
posed, in a spirit of jest, by Stephen Horton. He was at 
that time a colleague of the author of the present study. 
He was drowned some years a go in a boating mishap off Ca.pe 
Cod. 
3 
several students embrace this as a highly insightful 
revela tion of what the peem is about. Those taken in, it 
should be mentioned, are more frequently than not among the 
best students of the class. Even after the hoax is explained, 
some students continue to a~gue the virtues of such an 
explication. 
At the opposite extreme, 6t course, stand those readers 
or critics who refuse to accept any explanation that goes 
beyond the literal facts. Although such attitudes are now 
and then ascribable to dullness rather than to principle, 
that is not always true. Earl Daniels, for example, has 
apparently been driven toward an 11 I 1m from Missouri" 
critical doctrine in an attempt to counteract extravagancies 
like that proposed in the preceding paragraph. Like most 
counter-theories, however, this one produces absurdities 
in its own right. Objecting to certain student interpretations 
of Frost's "Stopping by Woods 1 (p. 275), Earl Daniele pro-
poses the following as 11 sound doctrine 11 in the interpretation 
of poetry: 
What is orthodox? What is a right approach to Frost's 
poem, or to any poem? The simple, natural approach, 
the easiest way. ~~t is obvious in "Stopping by 
Woods on a Snowy Evening 11 is that the poet has had s. 
perfectly everyday experience. On a snowfilled winter's 
afternoon, he has come to a patch of woodland; for no 
reason, save that he simply and unashamedly likes to, 
he has stopped, just to watch the woods fill up with 
snow. That is the experience, the start of the poem, 
which, from such an unassuming start, got itself written 
because the poet enjoyed the experience, remembered it, 
and something:mide-him w~to try to put it in words, 
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just for fun: the poem is a record of experience to 
OeS'ha:Fed--wi'th arefideF,who must take It at this -
Simple face-vilue if he is to read the poem as it 
should be read •••• But why should a poet want to share 
experience, if he has nothing important to say, no 
"lesson" to teach ••• ? Like so many f a cts, this is a 
mystery, hid in elemental human nature. Men do act 
this way: human nature prompts them to want to tell 
others what has happened to them.3 
Although we can perhaps appreciate Daniel's motives in pro-
posing such 11 sound doctrine," we can hardly agree that there 
is much soundness in the suggestion that poets, including 
Frost, are chiefly picture-makers, describers of scenes 
and recorders of doings. Nor can we agree that Frost has 
no lesson to teach. What Daniels is saying sounds like an 
attempt to forward a theory of objectivity like that pro-
pounded by imagists who couldn 1 t follow it themselves. One 
is reminded of Archibald MaoLeish 1 s famous self-contradic-
tion in "Are Poetica," a poem whose meaning is that a poem 
should not have meaning. 
The aim of the present study is to get at the meaning 
of Frost's work through a recognition of the fact that the 
poet is, among other things, a type of symbolist. What kind 
of symbolist he is, how far one may go in the process of 
extracting meaning from hie poetry, and what recognition 
of his symbolic intention contributes to the understanding 
3 Earl Daniels, "Outline for a Defense of Poetry," 
Modern English Readings, ed. Roger Sherman Loomis and 
Donald Lemen Clark (New York: Rinehart, 1946), pp. 227-228. 
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of his thought, are questions which a study of this kind 
is able to probe. The primary source of information on 
these questions must of course be the poetry itself. 
Critical comments, including those by Robert Frost, are 
indeed of some value; but caution is necessary in the use 
of such comments, since some are more likely to mislead 
than to lead in the right direction. It is a basic premise 
of this study that each poem must be considered against 
the background of the poet's whole work. Failure to observe 
this principle has produced critical misunderstandings in 
the past. 
lli:_cognition of Frost ~ a. Symbolist 
Justification for a symbolic interpretation of Robert-
Frost's poetry is not hard to obtain. Even before 1930, 
when those who appreciated Frost did so largely because of 
his local color and idiom, there ~ere occasional recogni-
tions of his symbolic overtones. For example, such recog-
nition is given by Percy Boynton and Elizabeth sergeant, 
who mention the depth of implication and possible alle-
4 
gory of Frost's best work. In the thirties and after, 
4 Percy H. Boynton, Some Contemporary Americans (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press;-1924), p. 46; Elizabeth Sergeant, 
FirJ.:_ ..;;.U_n_d..;.e_r the Andes (New YorkJ Knopf, 1927), p. 286. 
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references to Frost a s symbolist become more and more com-
men. Among authors sanctioning the symbolic approach are 
J. McBride Dabbs, Mark Van Doren, Lawrence Thompson, Ran-
da ll Jarrell, William G. O'Donnell, and c. M. Bowra.5 
Typical of some of the comments which bear on Frost a s a 
symbolist a re those which recognize his subtlety and pro-
fundity without actua.lly naming him a symbolist. These 
comments ordinarily warn readers against being misled by the 
surf~ce simplicity of many of Frost's poem~ a simplicity 
so satisfying to many readers tha t they neglect the truly 
important implications. This is perhaps the error made by 
~niels. He was too will ing to accept "Stopping by Woods" 
as little more than a record of the poet's actual experience. 
So satisfying is the concrete experience that Daniels com-
pletely missed the suggestions of the final stanza, where 
the subtle repetition of "miles to go before I sleep" 
5 J. M. Dabbs, 11 Robert Frost and the Dark V/ood, 11 Yale 
Review, XXIII (March, 1934) 1 514-520; Mark Van Doren, ~ 
:Permanence of Robert Frost, 11 American Scholar, V (Spring, 
1936), 190-198; Lawrance Thompson, Fire and Ice (New York: 
Holt, 1942), pp. 12-17 ~nd 133; Ranaai! J arre!I, 11To the 
Laodiceans," Kenyon Review, XIV (Autumn, 1952), 535-561; 
w. G. O'Donnell, "Parable in Poetry," Virfinia Quarterly 
Review, XXV {Spring, 1949), 269-282; Cec1 M. Bowra, 
Daeassessments: Robert Frost, 11 Adelphi, XXVII {November, 
1950), 46-64. 
elevates the physical distance onto a higher plane of spir-
itual significance. To demonstrate the way many critics 
have felt about attitudes like that of Daniels, excerpts 
from several different articl es are offered herewith. All 
call attention to the unnoticed depths or Frost's thought: 
The simplicity with which he had clothed his most 
profound thoughts was often misleading, for it was 
this very lack of obscurity that wrung the heart and 
effected in the reader a feeling of co-authorship with 
the poet •••• Sometimes even more profound than Browning 
in his dramatic poems, he had that rare ability to sound 
a human soul to discover its dep ths •••• Still, such sim-
plicity and lyric spontaneity ( r efe rring now to poems 
like "A Prayer in Spring'j are not altogether typical of 
Frost. He must saunter around the New England country-
side, peering into cheerless homes, watch ing the tragic 
faces of the occupants, looking beneath to the tragedy 
in their hearts. He must attach philosophical signi-
ficance to a bewildered butterfly, a young colt, a bunch 
of wild grapes. He must bore through to the core of 
the matter, like any ambitious appleworm, whether the journey takes seven or seven-score lines.6 
Though Frost avoids any showy speculative effects, we 
are justified in reading much into his poetry which he 
does not state explicitly but merely hints at. His 
poems often touch on wide issues, but so modest17 that 
at first we do not appreciate their full import. 
We think of them fthe enigmas of l ife\ as secrets; scarce-
ly do they show ih our eye s --maybe ~ot even in drink. 
'J.hey lurk deep in Frost's poems, which take you along 
the sk1laed path of the familiar to the very edge of the 
unknown. 
6 Aim~e Mardenborough, 11 Robert Frost: The Old and the 
New, 11 Catholic World, CLXVIII (December, 1948), 233. 
7 Cecil M. Bowra, 11 Reassessments: Robert Frost, 11 p. 63. 
8 Dorothy Dudley, 11 The Acid Test," Poetry, XXIII (March, 
1924), 334. 
7 
He seems to be saying less than he does; it is only when 
we read close and listen well, and think between the 
sentences, that we become aware of what his poems are 
about. What they are about is the important thing--
more important, we are tempted to think, than the words 
themselves, though it was the words that brought the 
subject on •••• Frost is a philosopher, but his ideas are 
behind his poems, not in them--buried well, for us to 
guess at if we please •••• In the Complete Poems we find 
a universe of many recesses, and few readers have found 
their way into all of these. Some of them are very 
narrow, it would seem, and out of the ordinary way; in 
the language of criticism they might even be dismissed 
as little •conceits'; but the narrowest of them is 
likely to lead further in than we suspected, toward the 
central room where Frost's understanding is at home.9 
8 
.Sidney Cox, who has been reading Frost for a long time, recog-
nizes that the deceptive qualities emphasized in the above 
comments do cause Frost to be misconstrued and unjustifiably 
disparaged, and he is disturbed that the poet's technique 
hides many of his great ideas from the public. "I am not 
sure," says Cox, "that it is wise art to confine your deeper 
meanings to implications which almost no one gets, and so 
let the people love you for your nice colts, funny farmers, 
and wistfully remembered birches.u Cox feels that Frost 
has always been able to think "astronomic circles round other 
writers who have weathered the same wars, panics, booms, and 
unemphatic seasons.ulO Joseph Warren Beach, however, knows 
9 Mark Van Doren, "Robert Frost's America, 11 Atlantic 
Monthlz, CLXXXVII (June, 1951), 33. 
10 "Robert Frost and Poetic Fashion," American Scholar, 
XVIII (Winter, 1949), 80. 
why Frost prefers his own method. It is partly a means of 
defense against the very persons who demand their answers 
in black arid white, who refuse to think matters out for 
themselves. Robert Frost refuses to cater to such minds. 
He doesn't like 
to get caught in the strait jacket of theory and dogma, 
nor to make bold broad statements that lay him open to 
misinterpretation by Philistines or minds that move in 
a closed circle of ideology. He is very far from being 
a Flaubert, but he has tlaubert's horror of idees re~ues, 
and he defends himself from the Philistine by weavin 
round ~bout himself shining veils of whimsy and 1magin-
ation.11 · 
Frost's frequent preference for ulteriority in his poetry is 
very likely related to the attitude explained by Beach in 
this excerpt. He does not wish to present the reader with 
, idees re\ues, but would rather supply the materials and 
suggestions which permit the discerning reader to construct 
the idea for himself. 
In effect, the recognition of Frost's ulteriority is 
a recognition of his symbolism. The truth is summed up in 
a statement by J. McBride Dabbs in the earliest article 
devoted chiefly to the symbolical possibilities of Frost's 
poetry. Dabbs points out that Frost's technique satisfies 
the general demands of the symbolic genre and perhaps some 
of the specific demands of Symbolism (with a capital~) as 
well. Referring directly to u:Stopping by Woods, 11 he 
11 11Robert Frost," ~ Review, XLIII (Winter, 1954), 
205. 
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outlines a symbolic interpretation resembling those that 
Earl Daniels, writing somewhat later, found intolerable 
when produced by his students: 
If true symbolism arises, as Goethe maintained, 
"whenever the part icular represents the general, 
not as dream and shadow, but as a living and instan-
taneous revelation of the inscrutable," Robert 
Frost is a true s~bolist •••• Here at least ~n 
"Stopping by Woods'~ the 'blear and classical" Frost 
has adopted something of the technique of Symbolism, 
that vague shadow of Romanticism. "To approximate 
the indefiniteness of music," says Edmund Wilson, 
10 
was "one of the principal aims of Symbolism.n In 
"Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening" we hear the 
more than human music of a typically human situation, 
the insistent whisper of death at the heart of life. 
For we are all travelers, traveling alone through 
haunted country. Strange voices lure us away to 
nature, friendly voices call us back to men. Which-
ever call we heed, weaeep at last. And often today, 
in tragic indecision, confused by the conflicting 
voices, we fall asleep murmuring of the miles we 
have to go.l2 
Dabbs' opinion, although subject to some qualification, 
is basically valid, as almost all interpreters of Frost 
nowadays would be willing to admit. The superiority of 
this viewpoint to that of a critic like Earl Daniels must be-
come, upon comparison, almost self-evident. The applica-
tion of Daniels' theory to "Stopping by Woods" left us 
with a mere piece of versified reportage. The application 
of Dabbs' theory permits us to appreciate the depths of 
meaning which account for the acclaim received by "Stop-
12 Dabbs, "Robert Frost and the Dark Woods," pp. 
515 and 519-520. 
ping by Woods 11 the world ·over . If such me aning is an 
illegitimate fi gment of some readers' imaginations, then 
wha t could Robert Frost have meant when he said at Middle-
bury in 1943 that this poem contains "all I ever knew'. nl3 
Robert Frost's Artistic Premises 
Robert Frost himself gives ample sanction to the 
viewpoint that he is (among other things) a practitioner 
of symbolism. Of course, it is not that the poet has, in 
any one place , lined up his artistic theories like fully 
labeled preserves on the cellar shelf. That is the way 
of the scholar, and Robert Frost is, by his own testimony, 
not a scholar. 14 Although he has said a great deal about 
h is p oetic intent and method, he has never been incau-
tious enough to ally himself with any formal "school 11 or 
theory. His comments differ from the mass of current 
artistic t heory in their noticeable avoidance of intel-
lectual presumption, of aca demic te rminology or jarg on. 
What he says about his poetry has the freshness and the 
non-derivative insight of the p oetry itself. To read 
Frost's introductions after plod ding through some of the 
philosophical theorizing of, say, Eliot or Tate produces 
Whitman's experience of stepp ing from the stuffiness of 
l3 Reginald L. Cook, "Robert Frost's Asides on his 
Poetry," _American Literature, XIX (January, 1948), 357. 
14 See Robert Frost, "The Figure a Poem Makes," 
Complete Poems of Robert Frost 1949, pp. vii-viii. 
ll 
an a stronomy lecture-ha ll into the full brilliance of 
the stars. And lik e the stars, Frost's word s do not 
systematize but suggest, d o not conf ine or define but i n -
s p ire. When , as occurs now and t h en, Frost indul ges in 
s e lf-classification, his terms are not derived from stan-
dard critica l j a r g on but are either newly coined or 
specially qualified. Their meanings are the p oet' s own, 
and t he i r implicat ions swiftly buoy t h em beyond convention. 
Ex amples are a f f orded by two terms from "New Hampshire ," 
s ensibilitist and environmentalist (p. 206). The f ormer 
app ears to be essentia lly a coinage of Frost . The l atter 
i s a f avori t e term of t he social scientists, but Frost 
compet ently rinses off the s ocial-science stigma in the 
undulations of his verse. 
Before proceeding to t h ose remarks of Frost wh ich bear 
mo s t directly on his possibl e symbolism, we s h ould mention 
one or two of his basic i deas about poetry in general . 
Of course, Frost is interested in the subtle proce sses by 
which a p oem comes into existence, and perhaps his most 
f a mous comment concerns this ma tter of poetic genesis: 
It begins with a lump in the throat; a home-sickness 
or a love-sickness. It is a reach ing out toward 
expression; an effort to find fulfillment. A com-
plete poem is one where the emotion has found its 
thought a n d the t h ought has found the word .l5 
l5 From a letter of Robert Frost to Loui s Untermeyer, 
as g_uoted by Robert S . Newd ick , "Robert Frost ' s Other Har-
mony," Sewanee Review, XLVIII (July, 1940), 416. 
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This is, as the reader will no doubt recognize immediately, 
es s entially Ralph Waldo Emerson's idea of the "metre-making 
argument," the concept which has come to underlie most 
recent poetic theory. Where Emerson refers to "a thought 
so passionate and alive that like the spirit of a plant 
or an animal it has an architecture of its own,"16 Frost 
refers to emotion that has found its thought and thought 
that has found its word. Both are saying that a poem 
be g ins with content, which includes emotion and idea, and 
proceeds toward app ropriate form and language. Although 
Eme r son h a s probably been an influence (partly through 
Whitman) upon the movement toward formlessness in poetry, 
such was not his intention. It is true that he recognized 
emotion and thought as the generating impulse, but the 
emotion and thought must be of a special kind if true 
poetry is to result. The "passionate" thought must enfold 
a vita lity of its own which guides expression toward form. 
Frost, like Emerson, understands that the poet cannot 
utilize just any t h ought. He realizes that most thoughts 
do not have the necessa ry generative powers. A t h ought 
that does not set the poet's verses in motion immediately, 
one that must be mapped out in detail before the poem it-
16 
"The Poet," Ralph Waldo Emerson: Selected Prose 
and Poetry, Rinehart Ed itions (New York: Rinehart, 1950), 
p. 320. 
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self begins, d oes not measure up. "A thing thought 
through before the writer sets pencil to paper is dis-
tasteful to me," he says. "Poems written on given sub-
jects or for assignment are i mpure poetry at its drossest."1 7 
The thought must have poetic necessity implicit in it, and 
poetic necessity includes the restraints of form. Although 
Frost has written a few poems of moderate i rregularity, 
lik e "Storm Fear" (p. 13), he has always reta ined enough 
of the sta nda rd poet ic devices to keep himself outside 
t h e 1·ree-verse category. He makes it clear that he con-
siders form a poetic necessity. "For my pleasure," he 
declares , "I had as soon write free verse as pla y tennis 
with the net dovm . rr 18 Although form is an outgrowth of 
content, it c annot be dispensed with even in our super-
19 
enlightened culture. 
A concomitant, or p ossibly a corollary, of this 
organic concept of poetry is Frost's idea tha t meaning 
is a poetic sine gua gQ£. Frost's view is clearly op-
posed to the one widely popularized by MacLeish in his 
self-contradi ctory 11 Ars Poetica." In spite of the dis-
l7 Cook, 11 Robert Frost's Asides," p. 354. 
18 Robert Frost, "Poetry and School," Atlantic 
Monthly, CLXXXVII (June, 1951), 31. 
l9 See William Mulder, "Freedom a nd Form: Robert 
Frost's Double Discipline," South Atlantic Quarterly, LIV 
(July, 1955), 386-393. 
tinctiveness of Frost's New England idiom, in spite of 
the remarkable auditory qualities of his verse, he would 
never hope or desire to justify a poem on any basis which 
leaves out meaning. 20 In "Robert Frost and the Sound of 
Sense," R. S. Newdick shows that Frost employs auditory 
effects functionally rather than as embellishments. The 
sound of his poems invariably reinforces the meaning. 21 
Frost's own testimony regard ing the primacy of meaning 
in poetry is presented in the following excerpt, taken 
from a recent introduction: 
Granted no one but a humanist much cares how sound 
a poem is if it is only a s ound. The sound is the 
gold in the ore. Then we will have the sound out 
alone and dispense with the inessential. We do 
till we make the discovery that the object in writing 
poetry is to make all poems sound as different as 
possible from each other, and the resources for that 
of vowels, consonants, punctuation, syntax, words, 
sentences, meter are not enough. We need the help 
of contex t--meaning--subject matter. That is the 
greatest help towards variety. All that can be done 
with words is soon told. So also with meters--
particula rly in our language where t here are vir-
tually but two, strict iambic and loose iambic. The 
ancients with many were still poor if they depended 
on meters for all tune. It is painful to watch our 
sprung-rhythmists stra ining at the point of omitting 
one short from a foot for relief from monotony. The 
possib ilities f or tune from the dramatic tones of 
me a ning struck across the rig idity of a limited 
meter are endless. And we are back in poetry as 
merely one more a rt of having something to say, 
2° For a n excellent treatment of Frost's distinctive 
sound qualities and of his meter, rhythm, a nd rhyme, see 
Thompson, Fire a nd Ice, pp. 42-49 and 65-92. 
21 American Litera ture, IX (November, 1937), 289-300. 
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sound or unsound. Probably better if sound, 
because deeper a nd f rom wider experience.22 
If we were to f ollow Frost beyond the above excerpt, we 
would find him taking issue with one of the extremisms 
of recent literature. He calls it "aberrationism." 
From his definition of the term, it would app ear that he 
has in mind the somewhat anomalous style of Gertrude Stein 
or -r) erhaps of J ames Joyce at his worst. Aberra tionists 
16 
he cha racterizes a s · "g iving way to undirected associations" 
a nd kicking themselves "from one chance suggestion to an-
other in a ll directions as of a hot afternoon in the life 
of a grasshopper." The trouble with the aberrationists, 
he feels , is l a ck of meaning . "Theme alone," he says, "can 
steady us dm•m. n 23 A poem ~'begins in del i ght and ends in 
wisdom." 24 Delight a lone is not enough. An essential 
part of a poem's "being" is the wisdom, or meaning. 
The manner in which Frost expresses his meaning shows_· 
him oriented toward symbolism. Basically, there a re two 
app roaches to the expre ssion and clarification of meaning--
the deductive and the inductive. By the deductive ap-
proach, the meani ng comes first and the concrete validation 
comes afterwards. By the inductive approach; the concrete 
22 
"The Figure a Poem Makes," p. v. 
23 Ibid., p. vi. 
24 Ibid. 
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facts come first, and the meaning of t h ose. facts becomes 
apparent toward the end. Both approaches are, on occa-
sion, effective. It appears, however, that in teaching, 
where the aim is not to get the idea expressed in the 
most economical manner but rather to assist students in 
absorbing the idea into their own intellectual experience 
as meaningfully as possible, the inductive approach 
(especially when the stud ents participate in the induction) 
is to be preferred to the de ductive a p p roach. Induction 
was the backbone of Socrates' technique. It is the so-
c a lled heurist i c method wh ich great teachers h ave been 
rediscovering in every generation. It is the meth od used 
by Robert Frost, who is the great teacher-poet of our 
century. He began his teaching career at the age of 
nineteen and combined it with· poetry throughout his life. 2 5 
2 5 He took over his mother's classes at the gr a mmar 
school in Methuen, Massachusetts, for one term in 1892-
1893, and excep t for brief per iods throughout the remain-
der of his life, he has always been affiliated with a 
school or college. He taught at Salem, N. H.; at Pin-
kerton Aca demy in Derry, H. H. (where he was offered the 
principalship); at Plymouth, N.H., Normal School; and 
at colleges and universities, includ ing Dartmouth, Am-
herst, and Michigan. He was affiliated with Amherst for 
twenty-five yea rs. He was co-founder of the Bread Loaf 
Writers' School in Vermont. His college teaching was 
usually informal, seldom involving the marking of papers. 
He resided in t he colleg e town like a modern Socrates, 
inspiring students to find t h ings out on their own. See 
Louis Unte r meyer, "Robert Frost: an Appreciation," The 
Road Not Ta ken (New York: Henry Holt , 1951), pp. vii-
xxx. 
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The es s ence of the heuristic method lies in helping the 
pupil to find t h ing s out for himse lf. Th is usually means 
providing the b as ic materials and, when necessa ry, suggest-
ing some of the pathways to discovery. Usually the teacher 
will have a fairly good idea of what possibilities the 
mat e r ials off er, but occasiona lly he may be a lit t le sur-
prised a t a pupil's discovery of a possibility he hadn't 
fully anticipated. This heuristic attitude underlies 
Frost's poetic persona lity. His poetry seldom points out; 
it insp ires the reader to think, to go into and through 
the concrete f a cts and events to the possible t r uths be-
y ond, truths which the poet h a s sensed in his O\vn way 
b e f orehand. As analyses presented in later chapters of 
this study will demonstra te, Frost consistently a dheres 
to the principle of self-discovery articulated in ·11Mend-
ing Wall 11 (p. 47), where he refuses to expla in his 
thoughts to the n eighbor (or to the re a der, for tha t mat-
ter). Frost would r a ther the neighbor "said it for him-
self." To Frost, e a ch human mind is a dark wood and the 
e x:plorat i on of tha t wood l a r ge ly a private adventure. 
Suggestions there may be from outside, or inspira tion 
b a sed on the success of others, but ultimate d iscovery is 
a ma t ter for the individu a l mind. 
19 
In his poetry, Frost is a n exploiter of implication. 
"I'm a pursui tist, not an escapist," he protests. "And 
I'd rather c as t an i d ea by implication than cast a ballot.'~5 
One might say that he chases the idea t hrough the poem as 
he writes, t aking advantage of opportunities to flash out 
toward meaning whenever such opp ortunities present them-
selves. If the germinating emotion and though t are genu-
ine poetic material, such opp ortunities will present them-
selves, and the poem will usually terminate at the point 
where implication attains its highest brillia nce, but 
just bef ore the implicit turns into the explicit. The 
development and termination of "Stopp ing by Wo ods" illus-
trates Frost's method rather well: 
Whose woods these are I think I know. 
His house is in the village though; 
He will not see me stopping here 
To watch his woods fill up with snow. 
My little horse must t h ink it queer 
To stop without a farmhouse near 
Betwe en the woods and frozen lake 
The darkest evening of the year. 
He gives h is harness bells a shake 
To ask if there is some mistake. 
The only other sound's the sweep 
Of easy wind and downy flake. 
The woods are lovely, dark and deep, 
But I have promises to keep, 
And miles to go before I sleep, 
And miles to go before I sleep. (p. 275) 
2 5 Newdick, "Robert Frost's Other Harmony," p. 416. 
In this poem, the implications are expanded almost ex-
p losively by the doublet at the end, but nothing becomes 
e~~licit. The first reference to the remaining miles 
seems lit eral a nd concrete, but the second h a s the hol-
low sound of echoes in the soul. Most of the poems to 
be d iscussed in subsequent chapters of t h is study rev e a l 
a similar development through concrete experience toward 
the imp licit me aning . The poems 11ride on their own melt -
• 
11 F t 26 d d · f · 1 b t f lng, as ros says, an ascen ln a lna urs o 
universal me aning . It must be stressed, however, that the 
end of a poem is not the end of the thought, either for 
writer or for reader. With the poet, we reco gnize that 
11 there is always more than should be said 11 (p. 450). 
What Frost wrote of a soldier's fallen lance app~es 
equa lly well to the substance of his poems and marks the 
poet an unmi s takable symbolist: 
••• The obstacle that checked 
And tripped the body, shot the spirit on 
20 
Further than target ever showed or shone. (p. 332) 
Frost's most direct confirmation of his symbolic 
orienta tion is t o be f ound in his well-known essay 11 The 
Constant Symbol.rr 27 The over-all idea of this es s ay is 
26 11 The Figure a Poem Makes, 11 p. viii. 
27 In The Poems of Robert Frost, Modern Libra ry Ed ition 
(New York: Ra n d om House , 1946), pp. xv- xxiv . 
t hat e a ch poem is a s ymbol of the human quest for mean-
ing in lif e. An initia l act, like quitting a job at the 
Arlington Mills28 or writing a first line of i ambic pen-
tameter, becomes a commitment which restricts the future 
scope of the quest. Each subsequent act must conform to 
the initia l commitment but may become a more restrictive 
corrrmitment in itself. However, the most significant re-
ma rks h aving to do with symbolism are contained in the 
following p a s sage, where the poet expresses his dedication 
to the "plea sure of ulteriority," the art of "saying one 
t hing in terms of a n other": 
There are ma ny other t h ings I have found myself say-
ing about poetry, but the chiefest of these is that 
it is metaphor, saying one thing and meaning another, 
sayin g one t h ing in terms of a n other, the pleasure 
of ulteriority. Poetry is simply made of metaph or. 
So also is philosophy--and science, too, for that 
matter, if it will take the soft impeachment from a 
friend. Every p oem is a new metaphor inside or it 
is nothing.29 
As Frost's appositives ma ke clea r, we would be fully jus-
tified in substituting the word symbol for metaph or in 
the above passage. Strictly s p eaking, a metaphor i s a 
fi gure of speech i nvolv ing implied, r a ther than expressed, 
compa ri s on between t h ing s es s entially unlike. The r e are, 
28 See Frost's "A Lone Striker" (p. 355). 
2 9 "The Constant Symbol," p. xvi. 
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of course, any number of ways of ach ieving such a compar-
ison. As elementary schoolbooks often suggest, one can 
merely drop the like or as from a simile, the r eby creating 
a figurative expression of identity in place of an ex-
p re ssion of me r e simila rity: "All the world's a stage." 
22 
Or, one can app ly to one object or situation terms which 
a re usually associa ted with a different object or situa-
tion: "The very ston es cried out for shame" or "screaming 
h e a dlines." More broa dly speaking, the term metaphor can 
be used with reference to any type of fi gurative compar-
ison, including the simile. Althou~h symbolism may like-
wise involve s imilar ities between two things, or more 
fre quently b etween a t h ing a nd an abstrf!ct idea, the in-
tent is d ifferent. Metaphor is a dev ice for making the 
primary object, event, or idea more vivid, colorful, clear, 
poign ant, etc., by suggesting that it has some quality or 
qu a lities normally associated with another object, event, 
or i d e a . Symb olism, on the other hand, has the aim of 
e x tending t he me a ning of the prima ry object beyond the con-
crete or the lite ral, so that the objedt comes to suggest 
or actua lly represent something else. A standard diction-
ary defines symbol as "something that stands for or 
represents another thing ; especially, an object used to 
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represent something abstract."30 Metaphor is concerned 
chiefly vvi th the enhancement or qualification of the 
primary object. Symbolism is concerned with the exten-
s ion of the concrete or literal meaning in such a way that 
the orig ina l object, event, or idea becomes a key to more 
i mportant concepts on another level of meaning , usually 
abstra ct. Metaphor, in its characteristic senses, focuses 
inward upon the object originally being described or ex-
plained. Symbolism emanates outward from the orig ina l 
object toward an object or idea of higher significance. 
The f a ct that Frost is not confining himself to the narrower 
senses of me taphor must be evid ent from his definitions: 
11 sayin g one t h ing and meaning another, saying one thing 
in terms of a n other, the p leasure of ulteriority." He is 
using metaph or in a very broad sense, a sense in which it 
becomes a synonym of symbol.3l It is not unlikely that 
30 Webster's New World Dictionary, p. 1477. 
3l The synonymity of these words seems apparent in 
Frost's 11A Missive Missile" (pp. 435-436), where we f ind 
the following lines employing the words metaphor and ~­
bol in refer ence to ex~ctly the same object--an archaeolog-
i c a l artifact t hat seems to imply some messag e which our 
generation cannot decipher: 
How a ny one can f ail to see 
Where perfectly in f orm and t int 
The metaphor, the symbol lies! 
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he soft-pedals the word symbol in order to avoid the con-
ventional tag of Symbolist (with the capital letter), a 
word which has come to connote much that Frost would have 
32 
to disavow. As the use of the word ulteriority further 
suggests, Frost's concept of poetry involves a pursuit of 
meaning beyond the concrete. Tha t which is 11ulterior 11 
33 
lies beyond-- 11 especially, beyond what is expressed.." 
As Edmund Wilson s~ys, one of the primary a ims of symbol-
34 
ism is 11 to intimate t hings r a ther than state them plainly." 
32 Caroline Ford t akes Frost's term metaphor a s t he 
equivalent of symbol, a s evidenced by her use or the terms 
interchangeably with reference to the identical objects 
and situations. For example, she refers to the wall as 
11perhaps the most famous metaphor inFrost 1 s poetry,u but 
in her subsequent discussion she prefers the word s,rebol: 
11As a symbol of the useless barriers between men, t e- wall 
sta nds Edone in poetic history." See The Less Traveled 
Road: A Stud~ of Robert Frost (Cambridge:--g&rvard Univer-SitY Press, 1 30), p. 39. The question of this academic 
distinction between metaphor and s~mbol interes~ Mary E. 
Smith in her unpublished doctoral isserta tion on 11 The 
Function of Natural Phenomena in the Poetry of Robert 
Frost" (Iowa, 1951). Although she finds a distinction 
between the two terms, it appears to be a distinction 
without much of a difference. She subsequently employs 
the word met aphor more by choice than by necessi t y, it 
would seem. 
33 Webster's New World Dictionary, p. 1579. 
34 Axe l 's Castle {New York; Scribner's, 1948), p. 21. 
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Another of Wilson ' s statements about Symbolism may 
serve to clarify further Frost's concept of "metaphor" 
and "ulteriority." In commenting on the efforts of the 
Symbolists to wrench l anguage from its denotative b a se and 
to give words the ephemeral suggestibility of music, 
Wilson declares that the symbols used by members of the 
movement can actually be called qualified metaphors: 
The Symbolists themselves, full of the idea of pro-
ducing with poetry effects like those of music, tend-
ed t o think of these images as possessing an abstract 
value like musical notes and chords. But the words 
of our speech are not musical notation~s Robert 
Frost well knew]. and what the symbols of symbolism 
really were, were metaphors detached from their sub-
jects--for one cannot, beyond a certain point, in 
poetry, merely .enjoy color and sound for their own 
sake: one has to guess what the images are being 
applied to. And Symbolism may be defined as an 
attempt by carefully studied means--a complicated 
association of ideas represented by a medley of 
metaphors--to communicate unique personal feelings.35 
"Symbolisme" and American Symbolism 
Like the Symbolists of whom Wilson wrote', Frost 
accepts the metaphorical nature of poetry as fundamental. 
Be even g oes a long part way with the idea that a poet , by 
means of metaphor, wrenches words off their customary 
bases. But he may differ in the ultimate objective of 
such wrench ing. For the Symbolist, the final goal was 
35 Axers Castle, pp. 21-22. 
frequently an artistic nirvana in which words completely 
lost their meanings and blended into a rosy cloud of feel-
ing . Frost holds tha t, ultimately, words pushed from one 
b ase need another , which the poet is somehow obliged to 
suggest or provide: 
Emotion emoves {]ic] a word from its base for the 
moment by metaphor, but oi'ten in the · long run even 
onto a new base. The institution, the form, the 
word, have re gularly or irregularly to be renewed 
from the root of the spirit. That is the creed of 
the true radical.36 
The l as t sentence demonstrates, with the word radical, 
what the whole passage means. Once again it is possible 
to see the Emersonian para llels behind Frost's idea. The 
poet is not one who detaches words from their usual ref-
erents merely f or the sake of detachment. Rather, he is 
one who, reco gnizing the symbolic roots which current 
usag e has unfortunately neglected, t a kes us back to the 
be g inning of beginnings . By his American brand of sym-
bolism, Frost helps us to recognize implications we didn't 
know we knew. As Emerson once put it so inimitably, 
For though life is great, and fascinates and ab-
sorbs; and though all men are intelligent of the 
symbols through which it is named; yet they can-
not orig ina lly use them. We are symbols and inhabit 
symbols; workmen, work, and tools, words and things, 
birth and death, all are emblems; but we sympathize 
with the symbols, and being fascinated with the 
economica l uses of things, we do not know that they 
are thoughts . The poet, by an ulterior intellectual 
36 Robert Fro s t, "Poetry and School," Atlantic 
Monthly, CLXXXVII (June, 1951), 30. 
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perception, gives them a power which makes their 
old use forgotten, and puts eyes and a tongue into 
every dumb and inanimate object •••• The poets made 
all the words, and therefore language is the ar-
chives of history, and, if we must say it, a sort 
of tomb of the muses. For though the origin of 
most of our words is forgotten, each word was at 
first a stroke of genius, and obtained currency be-
cause for the moment it symbolized the world to the 
first speaker and to the hearer.37 
It is by such "ulterior" perception (to employ a word 
used by both Emerson and Frost) that Frost searches out 
the hidden poetry of ordinary speech a.nd transfigures 
walls, birches, and the dark wood into symbols of unfor-
gettable significance. 
38 
Although Frost is a symbolie~, he is not a Symboliste. 
The Symbolistes, whose theoretical origins can be traced 
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to Pee via Baudelaire, were primarily art-for-art's-
sake people. Their aim ws.s to ta.ke poetry as much as 
possible into a realm of intangible abstraction, to 
carry it as far as possible to the opposite extreme from 
37 Emerson, "The Poet,u Selected Prose and Poetry, 
Rinehart Editions, pp. 326-327. 
38 For the sake of convenience, the capitalized 
French form will henceforth be used in referring to the 
conscious movement in which Baudelaire, Me . .Llarme, and 
Valerie were central figures; Yeats and Eliot important 
followers; and Joyce, Stein, and many Freudians and 
surrealists decadent offshoots. 
39 See Louis Seylaz, Edgar Poe et lea premiers sym-
bolistes fra.nlais (Lausanne: Imprimerie La Concorde,-
1923), passim. 
28 
naturalism, against which the Symboliste movement was in 
40 
part a reaction. 
As Edmund Wilson explains, the Symbolistes carried 
their escape from reason so f~.r that it ttsometimes had 
the result of making poetry so much a private concern of 
the poet's that it turned out to be incommunicable to the 
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ree.der. n The concern of such poetry was not to convey 
or even suggest ideas, but to evoke feelings. It was 
based on an extreme artistic t heory which, like most ex-
tremes, tries to substitute a fragment of the truth for 
the whole truth. Poetry, like music, is feeling and 
sound. But poetry is also idea and meaning. Its medium 
is words; a nd f or better or for worse, words have meanings 
which a poet must take into his poetry. Frost recognized 
the error of the Symbolistes. As modern 11 abstra.ction1sts" 
(Frost's word), they are among t h ose artists who are carried 
40 Charles C. Feidelson considers Edgar Poe a s t rong 
mover in t he direction of poetic irrationality and art-for-
art1s-eake symbolism. In spite of Poe's t ales of ratio-
cina tion, Feidelson says that Foe's'primary a im was the 
destruction of reason." "The Fall of the House of Usher" 
is, in Feidelson's opinion, a parable of this aim: the 
narrator undergoes an experience which shatters his faith 
in the rationality of the world. See Feidelson, Symbolism 
in American Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Frees, 
~53), p. ~5. Frost, we might note, at last finds rea son 
inferior to love; but Frost never attempts to tra nsla te this 
principle into poetry by abandoning sense for sound, rationality 
for incoherence. 
41 Axel's Castle, p. 20. 
away by an old principle rediscovered. They would have 
one qua lity of poetry pure without the other qualities 
which have always been attached. They would have poetry 
all sound and feeling. 42 No doubt these elements in 
the Symboliste movement have had an influence upon Eliot's 
theory of the "auditory imagination" and upon the audi-
tory ex travagancies of Gertrude Stein and James Joyce. 4 3 
Leave it to Frost not to be trapped by any such web of 
44 
error. 
42 Compa re Fro s t's words about abstractionists and 
aberrationists in "The Figure a Poem Makes," pp. v-vi. 
4 3 Wilson links all these people with the Symboliste 
movement in Axel's Castle, pp. 24-25, 93-131, 191-236, 
and 237-256. 
44 Frost's resistance to movements has always been 
extremely grea t. For example, during his English residence 
(in Gloucestersh ire), he had a n opp ortunity to meet and 
befriend several writers, including L~scelles Abercrombie, 
Wilfrid Wilson Gibson, and the ill-fated poets Edward 
Thomas and Rupert Brooke. None of these have left any 
detectable influence on his p oetic teclLnique, although 
Edward Thomas's tragic de ath inspired Frost to write 
"To E. T." (p. 270) and no doubt affected Frost's strong 
anti-war at t i tude in other works. Frost attended t he 
first open-night reading at Harold Munro's Poetry Bookshop, 
where he evoked very f avorable atter;~ion from Ezra Pound. 
Pound is said to have given Frost some pre-publication 
encouragement and, somewhat later, praised~ Boy's Will 
very highly. But, according to J. W. Beach, Frost "was 
never in any way associat e d with the Imagist school" and 
was'ln no way influenced by either Pound or Eliot in his 
way of writing" ( Beach, "Robert Frost," p. 207). On the 
English period, see a lso Untermeyer , "Robert Frost: An 
Appreciation," The Roa d Not Taken, p. x ix. 
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Of those poets frequently included among offshoots 
of the Symboliste school, the only one who seems to have 
drawn Frost's deep interest is William Butler Yeats. When 
Frost was teaching at Pinkerton Academy in Derry, N.H., 
he was cal led upon to direct dramatics in the spring of 
L910. The five plays he produced included two by Yeats, 
The Land of Heart's Desire and Cath leen ni Houlihan. 4 5 
In discussing Frost's dramatic qualities, R. s. Newdick 
ment ions these a nd other works as evidence of the breadth 
of Frost's knowledge of drama. Newdick does not mention 
any specific connections between Yeats and Frost, however. 46 
The only irrefutab le hints of Yeats in all Frost's poetry 
are t vm short near-quotat ions of "Sailing to Byzantium" 
at the beginning (p. 587) and the end (p. 606) of ! 
Masgue of Reason. Although these passages do play a sig-
nificant p a rt in the Masgue, they are insufficient to per-
mit assumption of major influence, least of all influence 
upon technique. Ex cept for doubtful intimations of Yeats's 
philosophy in''West-Running Brook" ' (p. 328) and in Frost 's 
persistent concern about aging, there is nothing else 
4 5 The oth ers were Marlowe's Faustus, Milton's Comus, 
and Sheridan's The Rivals. See Untermeyer, "Robert Frost: 
An Apprec iation-,-11-p. xi v. 
46 See Newdic k , "Robert Frost and the Dramatic," New 
Eng l a nd Quarterly, X (June, 1937), 262-269. 
to suggest any connection between Frost and Yeats. 
Frost and Emerson 
Actually, if one is interested in possible forbears 
of Frost as a symbolist, he will do best to turn to 
America and to Ralph Waldo Emerson. Lawrance Thompson, 
in summarizing the opposed artistic theories of Poe and 
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Emerson, says that Poe's viewpoint "is essentially art-
for-pleasure's sake, while Emerson's ••• is ultimately art-
for-wisdom's sake."47 As the earlier sections of the 
present chapter have shown, the Poe viewpoint leads to 
Symbolisme, while the Emersonian viewpoint harmonizes 
with Frost's contention that a poem "begins in delight 
and ends in wisdom." If we consider other parallels 
between Emerson's ideas and those of Frost, the possi-
bility of general influence becomes stronger. 
As it turns out, Frost has indeed been influenced by 
Emerson. During the troubles of Frost's Harvard period, 
the poet-to-be found himself able to accept neither the 
waxing philosophy of science nor the attitude of the 
opponents of science. Lost, he was in search of a phil-
osophy or at least a pathway along which to seek. Finally, he 
47 Fire and ~' p. 6. 
turned to Emerson as a possible way out of h is mental 
confusion. Since then , Frost has testified that Emerson, 
and Emerson's partia l disciple William J ames , are the 
philosophers who have most affected his thought. Emerson 
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provided him not with a c onsistent philosophy but with ideas 
and suggestions whi ch reinforced h is orig ina l tendency in 
the Emersonian direction . Through Emerson's poetry, which 
he c ame to know "very e a rly in life," and throu gh works 
lik e "Se lf-Rel i a nce," "The Poet," and "Fa te," Frost found 
a r a llying-point f or his own ideas. 48 That Emerson's 
inf luence manifests it self a long artistic as well as 
philosophica l l ine s can hardly be contested. Frost has 
named Eme~son as his favorite American poet4 9 and has 
quoted Emerson's poetry to illustrate his own ideas.5° 
Tha t Frost's interest in Emerson has been no youthful 
aberr ation or passing fancy is indicated by Beach's state-
ment , based on a n interview with the poet in 1954, that 
"Emers on's ·!Self-Reliance 1 might i nde ed have been Frost's 
48 Hy a tt H. Waggoner, "The Humanistic Idealism of 
Robert ·Frost," American Litera ture, XIII ( November, 1 941), 
209-210. 
4 9 See Yvor Wint ers, "Robert Frost: Or, the Spiritual 
Drifter as Poet," Sewanee Review, LVI (Autumn, 1948), 567. 
50 Newdick, "Robert Frost and the Sound of Sense," 
p. 291. 
Bible. " 51 
The viewpoint of the present study is that, as a 
symbolist, Robert Frost belongs to the Emersonian, or 
American, symbolic tradition rather than to the ;p'redom-
inantly European movement which has appropriated (possibly 
without justification)52 and "capitalized" the name. That 
there is an "American" tradition of symbolism, a tradition 
which was altered and perhaps distorted by the European 
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movement, we can readily understand from Charles Feidelson's 
c hapter entitled "An American Tradition, 11 in his excel-
lent study of symbolism in American literature.53 This 
tradition, dating back to the literature of the early 
Puritans, has Emerson as its most important spokesman 
and Poe, Hawthorne, Melville, and Whitman as other leading 
fi gures. Although Feidelson is chiefly concerned with the 
connections between the American tradition and what we have 
termed European Symbolisme, he is nevertheless aware of 
the fundament a l distinct ion. In Europe, the trend was 
5l Beach, 11 Robert Frost," p:. 212. 
52 1'This name has often been complained of as being 
inadequate for the movement to which it was given and in-
appropriat e to certa in of its aspects 11 ( Wi lson, Axel's 
Castle, p. 20). 
53 Charles Feidelson, Symbolism in American Liter-
ature, pp . 77-118. 
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toward the apoth eosis of feeling; in America, the goal of 
art was wisdom. 
It woul d be incorrect to call Frost a disciple of 
Emerson, a nd the poet himself would probably resist any 
such specific label. But he has admitted tha t Emerson p ro-
vided him with a philosophic starting-point54 and he has 
given evidence, in his self-evaluations and. in his own 
poetry, of certain Emersoniali ideas. In the light of 
these fac t s, it app e a rs acceptable to present, as a con-
clusion to this first chapter, a brief summation of Emer-
son's views on symbolism in its relation to poetry. Such 
a summary will no doubt h e lp to clarify the viewpoints so 
far expressed and will probably provide an interesting 
background a gainst which to set the rema ining chapters 
of this study. 
Except for scattered remarks in the Journals and in 
miscellaneous es says, the bulk of Emerson's ideas on 
poetic symbolism are to be found in section IV of "Nature" 
and in 11 The Poet. 11 In''Nature," Emerson clarif ies his con-
cept of the relationship of the material world to spirit. 
This is a symbolic rela tionsh ip in which the material 
facts of the world are symbols of spiritual facts, and 
the ma teria l world as a whole is the symbol of the complete 
54 See precedi ng pages. 
realm of spirit. Words participate prominently in this 
symbolic universe, since they manifest the fundamental 
linkage of matter and spirit : 
Every word which i s used to express a moral or in-
tellectual fact, if traced to its root, is found to 
be borrowed from some material appearance. Right 
means straight; wrong means twisted. Spirit means 
primarily wind; transgression, the crossing of a 
line; supercilious, the raising of the eyebrow.55 
It is the p oet's duty not only to be aware of the symbolic 
nature of language but also t o express the symbolic rela-
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t ion of nature a nd spirit , f l esh and soul. "Man is consci-
ous of a universal soul within or behind his individual 
life ."56 The p oet must always be peering into the material 
in quest of the s p irit u a l. It is only when the material 
is elevated to the p oint of spiritual implication that it 
comes artistically alive . It is no doubt something like, 
t his that Frost has in mind when he speaks of his eternal 
search for stars in stone walls .57 The poet must above a ll 
55 Emerson , "Na ture", Selected Prose and Poetry, 
Rinehart Editions , p . 15. 
5S Ibid., p. 16. 
57 See Frost's "A Star in a Stone-Boat," Collfected 
Poems 1 949 , ~· 214. Robert P. Tristram Coffin m1derstands 
this p oem and its artistic implications: "Little human 
patterns a re parts of great starry ones just as surely 
as Emerson and Whitman represent them." See New Poetry 
of New England (Ba ltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1938), p:- 60. 
be a symbolist, a seek er of me aning s which inhere in the 
n a tura l wor ld a nd in huma n events . Thus falling lea ves, 
snow, woods , rivers , wa lls, the sea , a nd the a ctions of 
animals and huma n being s are a ll natunal symbols waiting 
for their p oet. He is the seeker of me aning ; it i s he 
who strives to make other men conscious of the implicit 
meaning s of the universe. In so far as he succeeds, he 
becomes a libera tor. He frees truth from t h e confin es 
of fact : 
The u s e of s ymbols has a certain power of ema n-
cipa tion and exhilaration for all men. We seem 
to be touched by a wand which ma ke s us dance and 
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run ab out h appily, like children. We a re like persons 
who come out of a cave or cellar into the open air . 
Thi s is the effe c t on us of tropes, fables, ora cles, 58 a nd a ll poetic forms. Poets are t hus libera ting gods. 
As the following chapters will make evident, Frost dif fers 
from Emerson ma rkedly in the mood of his quest . There 
is really v e r y little dancing in Fro s t's p oetry. Th ere 
is .less certainty, less joy in the intimations received. 
The symbolic g limmers de t ected by Robert Frost a re p a led 
by the whiteness of winter-dea th a nd all but lost in the 
dep ths of wells a nd the dark wood. 
58 Emerson, "The Poet, " p . 3 32. 
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II. EARLY WORKS: ADVENT OF THE CONSTANT SYMBOLS 
The Beginnings 
A boy's will is the wind's will, 
And the thoughts of youth are 
long, long thoughts. 
(Longfellow, 11My Lost Youth") 
Although Robert Frost succeeded in getting more 
than one poem into print during his high school years, 
he cannot be classed with the precocious poets. Un-
til he was thirty-eight years old, his publications 
amounted to a meager miscellany of short lyrics and 
sketches in various newspapers and other periodicals.l 
1 As editor-in-chief of the Lawrence, Massachusetts, 
High School Bulletin, Frost wrote editorials, essays, 
and some poetry, Including the class hymn. He also 
wrote his valedictory address, entitled "A Monument 
to Afterthought Unveiled," which he delivered in 1892. 
In his l a te 'teens and early twenties, he wrote various 
scraps and sketches for newspapers in his general area. 
Most of these materials are unlocated as yet. Frost 
once planned a history of Lawrence but never wrote it. 
Vfuile teaching at Plymouth, N. H., he planned a novel 
end completed one chapter just prior to departing for 
England. See Robert s. Newdick, "Robert Frost's Other 
Harmony," sewanee Review, XLVIII (July, 1940) 1 409-418. 
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For these. he received little or no critical recogni-
tion. During this disappointing poetic apprenticeship, 
he gradua ted from high school; spent a few months at 
Dartmouth; worked in a mill; married the girl who had 
been co-valedictorian with him; reared and lost some 
children; did some farming; spent two years at Harvard; 
taught English at Pinkerton Academy in Derry, N. H., 
and psychology at Plymouth, N. H., Normal School; and 
.,. 
wrote poems. Judging by the fact that he sold off all 
he had to take one desperate fling at poetic success in 
1912, one might guess that poetry was his main interest 
even during those disappointing early years. 
Frost's first published poem was a long ballad 
which appeared in the Lawrence High School Bulletin 
of April, 1890. Entitled 11La Noche Triste," it re-
flected his reading concerning the early conquistadors 
2 
in Mexico. One can surmise that this success meant a 
great deal to the young man whose future Vlife was among 
his admiring classmates. But it did not distinguish 
the poet from a large number of future housewives and 
clerks who had achieved similar juvenile successes. 
Four years later, however, the young Frost showed 
2Lou1s Untermeyer, Introduction to The Pocket 
Book of Robert Frost's Poems (New York: -pocket Books, 
Inc.,-r946), p. 4. 
himself to be a member of a much more promising group 
when he published "My Butterfly, An Elegy" in the 
Indepen dent (XLVI, l) on November 8, 1894 . The boy 
who h a d not yet found his New England voice, who still 
lingered within the stylistic shadow of Spenserian 
archaism, had at least found something . Thi s p oem 
had in it enough p oetry to constitute a prophecy, but 
it was a Cassandra-like prophecy which had no effect 
on the artistic world . Even the editor who accepted 
it was skeptical about what he considered its metri-
c a l unconventionalities . That e ditor, William Hayes 
Ward, advised Frost to study Lanier's Science of Eng-
lish Verse a s an a id to a chievement of a smoother 
poetic s -~yle. 3 Of course, it was impossible to see 
in 1894 the subsequent trend away f rom "poetic" poetry, 
a trend in which Robert Frost was an e a rly pioneer . 
The qualities which make "My Butterfly~! prophetic of 
the l a ter Frost are to be found, actually, less in 
diction tha n in mood a nd symbolic method . The mood is 
one of wistful melancholy , which may well be an endur-
ing part of Frost ' s personal ity but which was probably 
augmented , as Lawrance Thompson suggests, by the young 
3 Lawrance Thompson, Fire and Ice ( New York : Holt , 
1942) ' p • 96. 
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poet's reading of the romantic poetry conventionally 
stressed in schools. 4 The symbolism of "My Butterfly" 
places this poem with the ~ transit group, to be 
discussed later in connection with A Boy's !111· 
Prior to 1913, Frost succeeded in getting only 
a small number of poems into print. The Independent 
accepted "My Butterfly" (November 8, 1894), "The Birds 
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Do Thus" (May 20, 1896), "Caesar's Lost Transport Ships" 
(January 14, 1897), "Warning" (September 9, 1897), "The 
Quest of the Orchis" (June 27, 1901), "The Trial by 
Existence" (October 14, 1906), "Across the Atlantic" 
(March 26, 1908). The Youth's Companion printed "Ghost 
House" (March 15, 1906), "The Flower Boat" (May 20, 1909), 
"October" (October 3, 1912), and 11Reluctance" (November 
7, 1912). The New England Magazine printed "A Line-
Storm Song" (October, 1907) and "Into My ownu (same 
issue as preceding). The Forum used "My November Guest" 
in the November, 1912, issue. 5 
These early works contain no adolescent levity 
but are for the most part serious and sad. The most 
frequent mood is romantic melancholy concerning the decline 
of mortal beauty. In view of the youthfulness of the poet 
4 Thompson, pp. 94 and 96. 
5 For fuller information, see Robert S. Newdick, 
"The Early Verse of Robert Frost and Some of His Revisions," 
American Literature, VII (May, 1935), 182-183. 
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when he wrote some of these works, they are ·. rather free 
of unpleasant sentimentality. Those from IIGhost House" 
to "Relucta.nce, 11 of course, were products of Frost's late 
twenties and early thirties and may therefore be considered 
relatively mature works. In all of these poems there is a 
note of autumnal sadness and Sehnsucht, with the poet 
accepting but not exactly embracing the cyclical nature 
of the universe, a universe in which summer butterflies, 
rose-lipt maidens, and even love itself must come to the 
same fate as the leaves of autumn. The symbolism of this 
poetry is the symbolism of decline: dried butterfly wings, 
the abandoned cellarhole, the beached dory, withered leaves. 
Frost's concern over mortal decay, so prominent in these 
youthful poems, continues into his later works, such as 
"The Death of theH-1-w.e:d.Man," "An Old Man's Winter Night, 11 
RAfter Apple-Picking,u and numerous others. In the l a ter 
poems, however, the strong sense of mortality is tempered 
by the poet's greater sense of humor and by his occasional 
gl impses of a higher truth beyond the surface reflections. 
Frost's First Collection 
Robert Frost was really no boy when he published 
A Boy's Will in 1913. At thirty-nine, he was probably 
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well beyond any puerile illusions. The title which 
he selected may reveal his a ctual sta te of mind at the 
time. These poems are not the carefree musings of boy-
hood but represent the long, long thoughts of a r a ther 
Rustere youth, a youth which the poet mi ght have con-
6 
sidered partially lost. The winds tha t blow through 
A Boy's ~are no spring breezes but wistful autumnal 
gusts. / It is difficult to understand what Aimee Mardenborough 
means when she talks of the 11 springlike quality 11 and 
7 
optimistic freshness of these poems. The man who 
wrote 11Reluctance 11 seems to have skipped his songs of 
innocence: 
Out through the fields and the woods 
And over the walls I have wended; 
I have climbed the hills of view 
And looked a t the world, and descended; 
I have come by the highway home, 
And 101 it is ended. (p. 43) 
As the title of such a collection, t he words~ boy's 
will are effectively ironical. The irony arises 
from the discrepancy between ihat we normally think of 
a s a boy 1 s will and what Frost shows us of his own 
wil l in poems like "Into Uy Own,u 11 Love and a Question," 
6The title is taken, of course, from the wel l-
known refrain of Longfellow's 11My Lost Youth." 
711Robert Frost: The Old and the New, 11 Catholic 
World, CLXVIII (December, 1948), 232-236. 
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"Storm Fear, ""Reluctance,"; etc. 
A Boy's Will might be looked upon as a montage of 
individua l pieces set against a northern New Eng l and 
background. 8 The setting, however, is not present for 
its ovm s ake but chiefly as a symbolic stage for the 
poet's though ts about life, its problems a nd mysteries. 
Excessive concern with Frost's New Englandism, especially 
8 A Boy's Will comprises some thirty lyrics in a 
variety of poetic forms. The shortest work is "In 
Ne g lect" (f1ve lines ) and the longest "The Trial by 
Ex istence" (seventy-two lines). There is some hint of 
design (though not entirely consistent) in the arrange-
ment of the poems. The book begins with "Into My Own ," 
an entry poem, and ends with "Reluctance," an expression 
of the huma n aversion to terminations. The third poem 
of the book, "My November Guest, 11 be gins a seasonal mo-
tif that moves the reader through the ensu ing winter 
into spring and summer of the following year. With 
"Going f or Wa ter" beg ins a new autumn group which, 
al lowi ng for two or three philosophical interruptions, 
t akes us to the v erge of a new winter in the final 
poem , 11 Reluctance ." It is hard t o say ',vh eth er t h is 
arr angement was intentional or accidental . The glosses 
which Frost inserted into the table of contents of the 
first ed ition shed little or no light either on the 
me a ning of individua l poems or on the pos s ible inten-
tion of the author to organize the individual pieces 
into a unit. If these glos ses succeed in binding the 
poems t ogether at all, it is probably (as Lawrance 
Thomps on says in Fire and Ice, p. 99) 11 in a somewhat 
unnatura l piety. 11 The que s tion of design in the books 
of Robert Frost is discussed briefly by Robert S . 
Newdick, "Design in the Books of Robert Frost," Re ading 
and Collecting , I (S ep tember, 1937), 5- 6 and 15. 
if such concern obscures the universal implications, 
is one of the heresies of Frost interpretation.9 
The mood of A Boy's Will, like that of all the early 
works, is somewhat somber, but the somberness is not 
of New England any more than it is of the world. It 
is the somberness of the human soul confronted by the 
mysteries of the spiritual universe. Man is concerned 
9 Amy Lowell displayed such concern, it appears, 
in her criticism of Frost's early work, especially in 
North of Boston. She sees Frost as a portrayer of 
New England decadence. His book, she says, "reveals 
a disease which is eating into the vitals of our New 
England life •.•• It is a latter-day New England where 
a civ ilization is decaying to g ive place to another 
a n d very different one •••• His people a re leftovers o~ 
the old stock, morbid pursued by phantoms, slowly 
sinking to insanity" (current Biography, 1942, p. 281) • . 
A mor~ acceptable view is that of W. G. O'Donnell, 
who sees Frost's New England as a symbolic setting 
which rises to universality: "In so far as Frost is a 
voice of New England, he is a ~inor figure in contem-
porary literature; to the e x tent that he makes his 
New England universal in meaning and implication, he 
is a significant writer." See "Robert Frost and 
New England," Yale Review, XXXVII (Sep tember, 1948), 
710. Mark Van-uoren also was aware of Frost's cosmo-
p olitani sm: "He is more th<?-n a New England poet; he is 
more than an American p oet; he is a poet '.'Tho ce.n be 
understood a nY\vhere by r eaders versed in matters more 
ancient and universal than the customs of one country, 
whatever that country is. Frost's country is the 
COlUltry of human sense: of experience, of i magination, 
and of t hought. His poems start at home, as a ll good 
poems do; as Homer's d id, as Shakesp eare's, as 
Goethe's, and as Baudelaire's; but they end up every-
where, as only the best poems do." The above quotation 
is from "Robert Frost 1 s i\.merica," Atlantic Monthly, 
CLXXXVII (June, 1951), 32. 
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a b out his rela tionship to the infinite and eternal. 
His sense of self impels a hope f or personal immorta lity , 
but his recognition of the universal course of mortal-
ity dovvnwar d toward noth ingness i n jects a note of doubt 
a nd fe ar. Suc h thoughts are manifest in the two lead-
ing motifs, or symbol- complexes, of! Boy ' s Will. 
The Dark Wood Complex 
The first of t hese mot ifs, here termed the "with-
drawal' ' motif or the "dark wood complex , 11 emphas izes the 
human sense of self or individua lity. In-!_ Boy's Will 
the r eader is ma de aware of the human need to get away 
at times from the pressures of society and civilization . 
S ometimes t his withdr a wal c a n be a ccomp lished i n the 
com_any of a kindred sp irit, but often it mus t be 
undertaken in total lonelin ess . Occasionally, in fact , 
the n eed to get away from someone close, say a . loved 
one, i s even more p re ssing tha n the need to get away 
from humanity in general . It should not be assumed , 
however , tha t -!Boy ' s Will preaches the withdr awal 
d octrine ex clus ively. Frost also recognizes the 
equa lly potent ne ed to return. We are not dealing with 
a n escapist or a shirker o f the r esponsibilities of 
civ iliza tion . Withdrawal, which is empha sized i n this 
collection, is just one of the universal moods of man. 
It is a mood felt at times even by the most gregarious 
extrovert, who occasionally feels impelled to draw off 
where he c an do some of his ovm living and think some 
of his own thoughts. 
"Into My Own, 11 t h e first poem of f! Boy 's Will, is 
the most p rominent member of the withdrawal group a nd 
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i n troduces the lea ding withdrawal symbol. This 
near-Shakespearean sonnet10 provides an excellent s t a rt-
ing p oint for the study of Frost's symbolism, since 
this poem is more obviously symbolic tha n many other 
works • Inter preted on a strictly concrete level, it 
would mean very little. No one could seriously a rgue 
that t h is poem portrays the desire of a man to run off 
into a forest and have his friends chase him. If this 
poem is to make sense, then the literal objects and 
events must be understood a s symbols. The quest for 
me aning , however, is not an easy one. The p oem must 
be rea d carefully. 
One of my wishes is tha t those dark trees, 
So old and firm they scarcely show the breeze, 
Were not, as 'twer e, the merest mask of gloom, 
But stretched away unt o the edge of doom. 
I should not be withheld but that some day 
10 A Shakesp earean sonnet except that the quatrains 
are r hymed by couplets instead of alternately. 
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Into their vastness I should steal away, 
Fearless of ever finding open land, 
Or highway where the slow wheal pours the sand. 
I do not see why I should e 1er turn back, 
Or those should not set forth upon my track 
To overtake me, who should miss me here 
And long to know if I still held them dear. 
They would not find me changed from him they knew--
Only more sure of all I thought was true. (p. 5) 
The key symbol is the dark wood. If the symbolism 
is consistent, t hen the attributes of this wood should 
also be the attributes of the symbolic referent. But 
in fact there are two woods in this poem--the actual 
wood (perhaps visible a cross the fields of a farm), 
which the poet knows to be limited in spite of its 
darkness., age, and firmness; a nd the imagined wood, 
similarly dark, old, and firm, but infinite. This 
second wood stretches not merely to a neighboring f arm 
or county, but to the edge of~~ a phrase which im-
mediately transports the poem beyond the literal into 
the realm of the symbolic. These words add a time di-
mension to the spatial infinity and suggest that the 
gloomy forest may have something to do with the infin-
ll 
!ties of the human mind or spirit. It is this 
11 Trees have been used symbolically from the 
eerliest times. Among a multitude of other things, 
infinity is one of the ideas that trees have symbolized. 
J. B. Friedreich, in his fascinating book entitled 
Die Symbolik __ und Mythologie der Natur {Wilrzburg, 
1859), p. 169, wrote: "Der feierliche Ernst, mi t 
Vlished-for woods into which the poet woul d some day 
steal away. 
His declaration that he would "not be withheld• 
implies the existence of restraining forces of one 
kind or another. The nature of those forces is sug-
gested within the poem. First 1 the symbolic wood is 
itself somewhat forbidding--dark an~ tra ckless, per-
haps lilce the inner depths of the human mind. Even 
the bravest might hesitate mementarily nt the thought 
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of unknown terrors within. Moreover, embarkation upon 
this adventure implies a renunciation of other values. 
There are those "who should miss me here/ And long to 
know if I still held them dear." They represent human 
society, perhaps friends and family. But at the saue 
time they are apparently associated with that from which 
t he protagonist is fleeing. If they wish to communicate 
with him, he sees no reason why they should not set 
forth after him. But he would be unwilling to turn 
back a t their call. The pressures from which he 
desires to flee are also oymbolized by the "open land 11 
and the 11 highway where the slow wheel pours the sand. '1 
welchem die B!ume dastehen, und sich nach Oben erheben, 
das hoher Alter, welches sie erreichen, symbolisirt sie 
zu Zeugen der Vergangenheit, zu Sagendenkmale von Jabr-
hunderten. Der Baum greift, wie Ba llet in einem Gedichte 
sagt, hinauf zur Himmelshelle und badet sich in Unendlich-
keit.tt 
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Open land, to a resident of New England who knows the trials 
of land-clearing, of course implies settlement and society, 
with its regimented fields and its nature-abhorred stone 
12 
walls. The highway is another symbol of civilization. 
The reference to the slow wheel pouring the sand conveys 
a clear picture to anyone who has ever watched closely as 
a cart passed along a sandy road. The turning wheel picks 
up the grains and sprays them steadily backwards off the 
rim. But Frost uses the word "pours 11 instee.d of 11 sprays," 
a choice which calls to mind the idea of an hourglass, an 
instrument for the measurement of time. Such instruments 
represent civilization's way of slicing time into delimited 
segments, of cutting off eternity s.s stone walls and high-
ways cut off the endless forest. All these symbols--open 
land, highway, and pouring of sand--suggest the formalism, 
conventionality, and restrictions of society upon the individual 
mind or spirit. The fleeing adventurer would, a s the poem 
says, be Nfearless of ever finding" any of these if he could 
only be assured tha t the forest were infinite. The adventure 
would not che.nge him, but would make him more positively him-
self: "Only more sure of 8.11 I thought was true. 11 
12 See "Mending Wall" in Complete Poems, p. 47. 
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"Into My Own.," then, can be satisfactorily inter-
preted as a symbolic declaration of the human longing 
for spiritual independence. The wish to flee into the 
infinite wood symbolizes the temporary ascendancy of 
the deep human need to be one's self, a need very 
often heavily inJ1i bi ted both from within and without. 
To become much more :. specific than this is perhaps to 
go beyond what the poem itself actually says. 
It is interesting, however, to specul~te about the 
possible biographical implications of "Into My own." 
The table of contents of the first edition of A Boy's 
Will (1913) contained a series of explanatory glosses 
b,y Frost. Eacl1 of these glosses comprised a short sen-
tence relevant to the particular poem. For example, 
the gloss for "Ghost House" reads, 11 He is happy in 
society of his own choosing," and that for 11 In Neglect" 
says., 11He is scornful of folk his scorn cannot reach. 11 
Lawrance Thompson thinks that these glosses were 
designed to give the book unity and perhaps to make of 
13 
it a spiritual autobiography. Be that as it may., 
Frost abandoned the glosses in later editions, possibly 
because he considered them too confining or even mis-
leading. Anyone famili ar with the two poems whose 
13 Fire ~ ~~ p. 99. 
51 
g losse s are quoted above will realize that the releva ncy 
of these glosses is very slight. Whether the gloss for 
"Into My Ovm " is more or less relevant the reader can 
judg e for himself: "The youth is persuaded that he will 
be r athe r more tha n less himselr for having forsworn 
the world." If t h is gloss h a s any a utobiographical 
sign ificance, we mi ght assume that Frost is telling the 
world tha t he intends to be hims elf wh ether the world 
likes it or not. That the world d id not readily embrace 
his somewhat unusual artistic method is evident. 1rhe 
appearance of a p oetic declaration of independence at 
the beg inning of a young poet 's first collection is 
understandable under the circumstances. 
It is worth mentioning, also, tha t "Into My Own" 
ma y be an ind ication of a slightly Emersonian tinge 
in Frost's thought. Emerson's idea of self-reliance, 
based on the faith tha t man is capable of approaching 
Truth by peering deeply into h i s own soul, is a n al-
most exact par a llel of the i dea expressed in "Into My 
Own." Emerson looked upon the individual soul as a n 
inca rna ted emanation of the universal soul or 0\/ersoull. 
The idea that the i n d ividua l and the universal were 
a ctua lly one and the same l a y behind h is contention 
tha t man, by sea rching his own soul , coul d come into 
conta ct with d ivine Truth. So in Frost 's p oem the d a rk 
wood, whose nearby fringe is acce s si ble to man, is 
envisioned as stretching acraBs eternity to the very 
edge of doom . As Emerson advises the thiru{er to be-
lieve in the sanct i ty of his own thought against the 
opposition of the rest of the world, so Frost spec-
ulates on the possibility that a venture into the 
eternal f a stnes s es of self' could leave him "only more 
sure of all ~~ t h ought was true." 
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There may well be, however, an element in the thought 
of Frost--some p ersons might be tempted to c~ll it a 
vestige of Ca lvinistic Puritanism--14 which makes him 
a bit more hesitant than the great transcendentalist. 
'Trust t hyself," said Emerson, and to that iron string 
he heard the hearts of all mankind vibrating in saving 
harmony. Stride boldly and fearlessly into the forest 
of self, he would say, for the journey cannot fail to 
bring the conscientious adventurer closer and closer 
to the sunlit groves of Truth. But Robert Frost has 
walked in the woods of northern New England before, and 
he knows tha t forests can be dark and treacherous a s 
14 For example, Joseph Warren Beach notes a 
Puritanical strain in Frost, even t h ough t hat strain 
stops s h ort of relig ious orthodoxy: ·"In one sense he 
is the typical Puritan, for he is an e x treme independent, 
a n d he also shares the Puritan's distrust of worldli-
ness and distaste for any kind of immodesty." See 
"Robert Frost," Yale Review, XLIII ( Wi nter , 1954-), 205. 
well as challenging. Moreover~ the dark wood of self 
falls into the void of infinity~ which can be an awe-
some thing when one must stare alone into its face-
lessness. Frost would probably not be withheld from 
stealing away, but he would be better prepared than 
Emerson for da.rk Mel villean depths. 
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Frost's next prominent employment of the dark wood 
symbol occurs in "A Dream Pang. 11 Like 11 Into My Own, 11 
this poem is one of four sonnets included in A Boy's 
.lli,!, a1 though this sonnet follows the Petre.rchan form in the 
first eight lines and reverts to the Shakespearean in the 
last six. Here the forest is again a symbol of withdrawal 
into the self. 11A Dream Pang, 11 however, is concerned 
with a more lirni ted and more specific tyr)e of withdrawal. 
This is not the philosophical withdrawal of a thinker 
but the emotional withdrawal of a lover who has had a 
lover's quarrel. In this age of 11modern ideas 1 11 it is 
perha.ps necessary to point out that lovers can be 
persons married to one another and tha.t the man and 
15 
woman of this poem are probably husband and wife. 
15 The fact is that, in s pite of a few mentions 
here and there, Frost has not received due credit as 
a love poet. The most comp~ehenalve treatment of this 
aspect of his work is by La:wrance Thompson, in Fire 
and Ice, pp. 183-190. However, it is not uncommon-still 
~hea.c unperceptive readers mention Frost's l a ck of 
love interest as a major deficiency. The trouble is 
probably more with the readers tha n with Frost. Through 
As "Into My O·wn" p resented the withdrawal situation 
in t h e form of a wish , so "A Dream Pang " pre sents it 
in the form of a dream (fac ts which shoul d be very 
temp ting to some disc iple of Ernest Jones). 
I had withdrawn in forest , and my song 
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Was swallowed up in leaves that blew a lway; 
And to the forest edge you came one day 
(This was my dream ) and looked and pondered long, 
But d id not enter , though the wish was strong : 
You sho ok y our pensive head as who shoul d say , 
'I da re not- - too f a r in his footsteps stra y --
He must seek me would he undo the wrong .' 
Not f a r , but near , I stood and saw it al l 
Behind low b oughs the trees l et dovrn outside ; 
And the sweet pang it cost me not to call 
And tell you that I saw d oes still abide . 
But ' tis not true tha t thus I dwelt aloof, 
For the wood wakes , ~nd you are here for proof . 
(p. 22 ) 
Here the f orest s ;ymb oli zes the mood of isolation into 
which the lover has withdra wn after a quarrel . This 
withdrawal, however, is not the serious quest for the 
their pol a rized critical lenses, a ligned strictly for 
the app reciation of love ~ la Freud or D. H. Lawrence, 
these readers c an ' t see the genuine pictures of l ove 
which abo~nd in Frost's work. Their filtered vision 
p ermits them to see neither the d irect sunlight of 
love nor its darkest shadows, which are visible in 
many of Frost ' s p oems for anyone who can still see 
without his psychological spectacles . Among the con-
siderations wh i ch tend to disqualify Frost's lovers 
wi t h s ome modern readers are the following: 1. Usua llY, 
though not a l ways , the lovers in_ these p oems constitute 
a pair and not a triangle. 2. 1rhe pair (I beliege 
a l ways ) is composed of two persons of the opposite sex. 
3. Usually, t h ough not a l ways , the t wo persons a re 
marr ied or i nterested in becoming ma r r i ed . 4-. Some-
times the two p ers-ons a re i n or beyond what would 
inner self p ortrayed in "Into My Own" but a somewhat 
r e luctant withdrawal motiva ted by i n jured pride. The 
relu ctance 1a indicated by the f a ct that the lover 
only pretends to p lunge into the depths of t he vvood , 
while he actually lin gers just within the f r i nge where 
he c a n see the woman's approach and study her a ctions . 
~~ile he longs f or reconc iliation, she supp oses h i m to 
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b e unapproachably absorbed in h imself. What more effect-
ive p resenta tion could one demand of the fa l se e gotism 
a n d prid e that often separ ates pe op le whose deepest wish 
i s to be together? The r e ference to the waking of the 
woo d a t the end of the poem may have d ouble signi ficance . 
It may refer s i mp ly to the coming of morning and the 
consequ ent endi ng of the d ream , or it may symbolise 
the evapora tion of the mood of isolat ion a n d p rid e that 
has kept the lov~rs apart. 
normally b e termed middle a ge. Alth ough Frost, 
espec i a lly ~n ~Boy's Will, is not to be c l assified a s 
a poet of pass i on, it shoul d be mentioned tha t he has 
not be en found entirely want ing on this score by critics . 
"The Subverted Flower ," one of the poet ' s l ater vvorks , 
has b een thorough l y condemned by one c r itic fo r ob -
scenity ( Aim~e Mardenborough , "Robert Fro s t: The Old 
a n d the New , 11 p . 235) . Randall J arrell, commenting 
c h i efl y on Fro s t ' s l a ter p oems , · is of the op i n ion that 
Fro s t has succ eeded more than once in giving sexual 
love a n d pass ion a "breath- t akingl y conclusive " em-
bod i ment . Commenting on certain lines in 11 The Pauper 
Witch of Grafton ," he says : "I somet i me s murmur to my -
self, in a pervers e vo ice, tha t there is more sexuality 
there than i n several hothouses f ull of Dyl an Th omas; 
a n d of course , there i s love, there',' ("To the La od i ceans ," 
Kenyon Review, XIV, Autumn , 1952 , 554-555 ). 
The p ang which isolation causes i s expres s ed more 
d irectly, but poss i b l y les s effectively, in the poem 
''Reve l a tion": 
We ma ke ou r se lves a place apart 
Behind light words t h a t te a se and f lout, 
But oh, the agitat~d heart 
Till s omeone really find u s out. ( p . 27) 
Frost 's gloss f or this poem in the first edition of 
!::, Bo:y ' s Wil l seems unsat i sfa ctory : "He resolves to be -
come intelligible, at least to himself , since t h e r e is 
no he l p e lse." 11'his sta tement sugge s ts t h at the poem 
i s a resolution to cease confusing everyone, including 
h i mself. The poem doe s not say that. It is concerned 
with the withdra wa l theme, but in a new way. Ret ire-
ment into the d a r k wood of self c a n b e too much of a 
g ood t hing . Humanity has a s ocia l side, too , and the 
bal a nced pers on who has wandered deeply into the wood 
is p robably a s awa re of that other side a s anyone . 
The l a st s t anza of this poem, with its hide- a nd- seek 
metap h or , t akes us very close a gain to the d a rk wood 
symb ol wi thout ac tually employing it. This stanza c on-
t a ins just t he s l i gh t e st p rotest a ga i nst what seems to 
be t h e indiffer ent s ilence of God, who app e a rs at time s 
to h a v e wi t h d r awn i n to his own dark wood : 
But so with all , from b a be s tha t play 
At h ide a n d seek to God afa r , 
So a ll who h ide too we ll a way 
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Mu s t speak and tel l us wh e re they are. (p. 27) 
VJh e t her t h is i s a l s o a comment on the cryptic i n p oetry 
cannot be settled with finelity. It might be so inter-
preted if one were willing to ignore what appears to 
this Vlriter as a thoroughly personal rather than a 
public tone. The concern here is more with the intim-
ate relationships of life than with the theory of poetry, 
especially in the second stanza: 
'Tis pity if the case require 
(Or so we say) that in the end 
We speak the literal to inspire 
The understanc. ing of a friend. (p. 27) 
11 The Vantage Point, u a Petrarch~m sonnet very 
similar in form to IIA Dream Pa ng,u returns us briefly 
t o the forest symbol in still another context. Here 
the poet is st~1ng the desirability of a position which 
give s easy access to either way of life--the dark wood 
of self on the one hand or the white houses (a nd graves) 
of society on the other. The trees again stand for the 
antithesis of human society: 11 If tired of trees I seek 
again mankind,/ V1'ell I know where to hie me. 11 This 
poem shows Frost's recognition of the psychological 
construction of human beings. People a re, in their 
stable and sane condition, neither lone wolves nor 
swarming bees. Yet they e.re both. They have to be free 
to move into and out of self, into and out pf society. 
Both the introverts and t he extroverts have a point, but 
they both become g ro tesques when t}1ey push their point 
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too far. 
Two poems of~ Boy 's Will employ the dark wood 
symbolism in connection with pagan mytholog ical fig-
ures: · nPan Wi t h Us 11 and 11 The Demiurge' s Laugh. n nPan 
VJ i th Us 11 ver y likely h a s some bea ring up on the poet's 
artistic life, or up on the sta tus of poetry in the 
mo dern world. Pan, the classical g od of forests and 
shepherds , emerges from the woods one da y into what 
resembles a remote New Engla nd pasture. But there is 
no audience now for his old-world p ipin gs. His h eart 
knows peace at the rural i s olation in which he finds 
himself, but h e s till feels a pang at the world ' s l a ck 
of interest in his songs: 
He tossed his pipes, too hard to teach 
A new- world song, f a r out of r each , 
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For a sylvan sign that the blue jay ' s screech 
And the whimper of hawks beside the sun 
Were music enough f or him , for one . (p. 33) 
But this act of renunciation is a gesture with rather 
little consoling p ower. The urge to play remains, but 
t he prosp ect of p i p i ng to stone walls is unattractive . 
The world would be without artists if there were no faces 
to light up in response to the artistry . Pa n is troubl©~· 
They were pipes of pagan mirth , 
And the worl d had found new terms of worth . 
He l a id him down on the sQn- burned earth 
And r ave led a flower and looked away--
Play? Play?--Wha t should he play? (p. 34) 
'There is no d ifficulty, 11 says Lawranc e 'l 1h ompson, nin 
understanding the central theme of this p oem as an ex-
pression of poetic perplexity caused by public dis-
regard for songs built around age-old and immortal 
things ."16 This is a valid statement. But whether 
one can g o so f a r as to identify Frost with Pan is 
another question. Maybe Frost was 11willing to admit 
that his songs were not fashionable enough to p lease 
a worl d so easily satisfied with pretty and startling 
styles in poe try . rrl7 But it is unlikely that l!'rost 
would refer to his rather serious poems as 11pipes of 
pagan mirth, 11 or that he would complain because the 
world had found new terms of worth. There is .very 
little mirth in Frost's early poems , and the world 
was more likely to object to the newness of Frost's 
poetry rather than its oldness. Moreover , it would 
be har d to visualize Frost sitting in perplex ity 
saying 11Write? Write?--What should I write?" 
A better interp retati on t han the autobiographical 
is available. According to this interpretation , Pan 
would symbolize not Frost but -the whole devitalized 
body of contemporary popular poetry . The dark '\Wod 
fr om which the gbd emerges would symb olize the intro-
verted aesth etic of much o.f this poetry , which has lost 
16 Fire and Ice, p. 104. 
l7 I b id. 
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touch with common life in the contemplation of its 
own past and in the imitation of itself. It is Pan 
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who is here being criticized, not the world. His pipes--
the instruments of traditional style and theme--are 
pathetically incapable of adjusting to the newer world. 
They have lost their vitality, their power to stir: 
Times were changed from what they were: 
Such pipes kept less of power to stir 
The fruited bow of the juniper 
And the fragile bluets clustered there 
Than· the merest aimless breath of air. (p. 32) 
The old poetry, from too much inwardness and self-con-
templation, has greyed over like ~an and cannot stand 
the sun of reality. As we have seen before, Frost knows 
that the dark wood of self-contemplation can be a good 
thing, but hw also knows that too much of a good thing 
can be a bad thing. Perhaps "the blue jay's screech" 
and the''whimper of hawks beside the sun" were music 
enough for Pan, but Frost was of the newer world and 
demanded that poetry be in touch with life. Frost is 
the poet who could write, in "Mowing," "The fact is 
the sweetest dream that labor knows" (p. 25). He was 
a man who, in "Birches," wanted both the withdrawal 
and the return to earth: 
I'd like to get away from earth awhile 
And then come back to it and begin over. 
May no fate willfully misunderstand me 
And half grant what I wish and snatch me away 
Not to return. (p. 153) 
It is possible to treat "The Demiurge's Laugh" 
as a corrective companion-piece to nrn.to My Own. " 
"Into My Own" portrays a longing to pursue the trail 
of individuality to the remotest depths of the dark 
wood. In "The Demiurge's Laugh" the pursuit is well 
under way when a mocking laugh brings the enthusiast 
to his senses in the midst of the forest: 
It was far in the sameness of the wood; 
I was running with joy on the Demon's trail, 
Though I knew what I hunted was no true god. 
It was just as the light was beginning to fail 
That I suddenly heard--all I needed to hear: 
It has lasted me many and many a year. (p. 35) 
The words "sameness of the wood" suggest that the pur-
61 
suit has been without visible progress. The thing 
pursued--probably some selfish enthusiasm--was recognized 
as no true god from the first. It is not surprising 
that, in such a pursuit, the pursuer finds himself the 
pursued. In one anthology it is intimated that the 
Demon pursued might be science, 18 but there is nothing 
within the poem to justify this idea. Recognition of 
the meaning of the dark wood symbol helps guard against 
such excessively specialized interpretations. The Demon 
might be any of a multitude of enthusiasms which a 
temporarily imbalanced individual or society might pur-
sue--science, homeopathy, unitarianism, Freudianism, 
18 Blair and others, The Literature of the United 
States, II (Chicago: Scott, Foresman and Co.~947), 933. 
communism, democracy, etc. If the pnem has any specific 
autobiographical meaning, it is known only to Frost. 19 
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The withdrawal motif is present in some poems which 
do not employ the dark wood symbol. For example, the 
short poem entitled urn Neglect" concerns the withdrawal 
of two lovers into a world of their own: 
They leave us so to the way we took, 
As two in whom they were proved mistaken, 
That we sit sometimes in the wayside nook, 
With mischievous, vagrant, seraphic look, 
And try if we cannot feel forsaken. (p. 23) 
One is reminded of Donne's "For God's sake hold your 
tongue and let me love," or possibly of Matthew Arnold's 
humanistic answer to the world's loss of values in 
"Dover Beach": 
Ah, love, let us be true 
To one another! for the world, which seems 
To lie before us like a land of dreams, 
So various, so beautiful, so new, 
Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light, 
Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain. 
The difference in tone and mood between this poem and 
Frost's is significant, of course. With Arnold, the 
l9 Thompson, in Fire and Ice, speculates upon the 
possibility that Frost may be "projecting into poetic 
form his own cautious pursuit of such a scientific 
myth fr3.s evolutioi!J , his delusion, and his consequent 
loss of interest." Thompson bases his guess about 
evolution on the fact that a demiurge is a minor 
creative deity of classical myth. Thompson is wise 
enough, however, to cover himself with a statement of 
doubt: "Nevertheless, it may be fair to doubt whether 
the poet's connotations in such a parable are sufficient-
ly clear to permit the reader to be sure of the intended 
theme of the poem~ (p. 103). 
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motive seems to be partly escape, and t h e attitude is 
t herefore partly negative. With Frost, the motive is free-
dom to enjoy the deepest of human rela tionships, a nd 
the a ttitude is therefore positive. With Arnold, the 
lovers a re driven into their love. With Frost, they 
f~e merely content to have the world let them alone 
and to let the world alone. 
But sometimes the world isn't sufficiently 
obligi ng. It rnBkes demands even on lovers. The 
dilemma thEt is produced under these conditions ha s 
perhaps never in the history of literature received any 
more effective handling than that which Frost gives it 
in 11 Love and a Question.u This poem is a magnificent 
little parable with implica tions that extend . all the 
way from wedding nights to Marshall Plans: 
A StrB.nger came to the door at eve, 
And he spoke the bridegroom fair. 
He bore a green-white stick in his hand, 
And, for all burden, care. 
He asked with the eyes more than the lips 
For a shelter for the night, 
And he turned and looked at the road afar 
Without a window light. (p. 9). 
The question in the brid~·groom 1 a mind is a difficult 
one to e.nswer. The late autumn wind promises a cold 
night , and the Stranger is in need of shelter. But 
this is the man's wedding night! 
Within, the bride in the dusk alone 
Bent over the open fire, 
Her face rose red with the glowing coal 
And the thought of the heart's desire. 
The bridegroom looked at the weary road, 
Yet saw but her within, 
And wished her heart in a case of gold 
And pinned with a silver pin. (p. 9) 
The Stranger wants the one thing that the bridegroom 
is least willing to give. If he was ever able to make 
up his mind whether to give it or not, Frost wisely 
refuses to tell: 
The bridegroom thought it little to give 
A dole of bread, a purse, 
A heartfelt prayer for the p oor of God, 
Or for the rich a curse; 
But whether or not a man was asked 
To mar the love of two 
By harboring woe in the bridal house, 
The bridegroom wished he knew. (pp. 9-10) 
So, no doubt, do the planners of Reconstruction Pro-
grams and McCarron Acts. 
This poem can justifiably be called symbolic. 
Frost's capitalization of the word Stranger can hardly 
have been accidental. The reader gets the idea that 
the Stranger is something more than an isolated tramp. 
He seems to represent the woeful lost ones of the 
world, obligations that come to the doorsteps of the 
more fortunate at the least opportune times and with 
the least opportune demands. Moreover, the many 
Biblical references to a stranger give the term a 
special sanctity, notably Matthew xxv.35: "For I was 
an hungered, and ye gave me meat: I was thirsty, and 
ye gave me drink: I was a s tranger, and ye took me in." 
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At the same time, the bridegroom's nuptial retreat 
symbolizes that type of fragile joy and prosperity 
that will not abide forever. 
"Sic Transit" Symbolism 
One of the withdrawal poems serves also to intro-
duce the other leading motif of A· Boy's Will: the 
..21£ transit gloria munditheme. "Ghost House" deals 
with a withdrawal not into self or into love but into 
the past. Literally, "Ghost House" is an expression of 
the poet's wistfulness concerning signs of previous 
habitation in and around the open cellarhole of a van-
ished farmhouse: cellar walls, vine-covered ruins of 
fences, fields being re-engulfed by woods, unpruned 
orchard trees, grassed-over paths, and mossy gravestones 
under a tree. The lonely scene fades into night, with 
the black bats and the whipporwill. The poet conjures 
up a vision of mute forms who move in slow sadness--
ghosts of those whose names are obscured on the mossy 
gravestones. 
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This would be enough to justify the poem's existence 
if it were not for certain lines that suggest the 
possibility of more. Significantly, the poem opens 
with a declaration of the poet's imaginary residence 
in this vanished abode: 
I dwell in a lonely house I 
That vanished many a summer 
And left no trace but the 
And a cellar in which the 
And the purple~stemmed wild 
know 
ago, 
cellar walls, 
daylight falls, 
raspberries grow. 
(p. 6) 
The third stanza repeats the "I dwell" phrase and adds 
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a confession of heartache. In the night-vision which 
ends the poem, the mute folk--even the spectral lovers--
appear to have qualities traditionally ascribed to the 
Puritans of early New England. Something in this 
austere way of life, perhaps the people's heroic stoicism, 
causes a sympathetic response in the poet: 
They are tireless folk, but slow and sad, 
Though two, closa-keeping, are lass and lad,--
With none among them that ever sings, 
And yet, in view of how many things 
As sweet companions as might be had. ~p. 7) 
Frost's gloss of this poem reads, "He is happy in 
society of his own choosing." Possibly the poet is 
here expressing his sympathy with a way of life that 
has fallen into ill repute. Or possibly he is merely 
lamenting, in a mood of romantic melancholy, the 
passage of mortal things. In any case, this poem 
can be classed among the sic transit works which abound 
in A Boy's Will. 
The prominence of the~ transit mood in Frost's 
early poems, especially in those poems utilizing 
6? 
sea sonal symbolism, suggests Frost's early admiration 
for the romantic poets a nd for the melancholy ei ghteenth-
20 
century writers in particular. Several poems in~ 
Boy's Will display an almost Thomson1an drift of all 
seasons toward autumnal mela ncholy, a s in 11My November 
Guest, II 11 A Late Walk, 11 11A- Prayer in Spring, II 11 Rose 
Pogoniaa,u 11 Now Close the Windows., 11 11 In Hardwood Groves, n 
11 .~ Line-Storm Song, u "October, 11 11 My Butterfly,u and 
11Relucta nce. 11 Like James Thomson, Frost succeeds in 
ca tching that paradoxical sense of joyful sadness: 
Not yesterday I learned to know 
The love of bare November days 
Before the coming of the snow, 
But it were vain to tell her so, 
And they are better f or her praise. (p. 8) 
Many poems use the autumne.l and hi bernal background to 
reinforce other themes., as in t he poems "Going for 
Water, 11 "Love and a Question, 11 a nd 11 Storm h.,ear. u Almost 
every poem of A Boy 1 s Will makes some use of seasonal 
symbols., usually with empha sis upon the correspondence 
between the passing of the seasons and the passing of 
human life. 
The winter poems introduce what, in the light of 
many later poems, it seems fair to call the snow-death 
20 'TPP.Illpe~m recognizes the romantic kinship of Frost 
but mentions it chiefly in connection with diction a nd 
style. See Fire a nd ~~ p. 96. 
symbol. In "Stars" the poet meditates upon the 
apparent multitude and closeness of the stars when they 
are beheld from a cold) snow-covered earth. It is as 
if the stars were keen for the fate of humanity, eager 
to perceive 
Our faltering few steps on 
To white rest, and a place of rest 
Invisible at dawn. (p. 12) 
But the poet realizes that the stars are really in-
different, like the snow: 
And yet with neither love nor hate, 
Those stars like some snow-white 
Minerva's snow-white marble eyes 
Without the gift of sight. (p. 12) 
The symbolic nature of snow in Frost's poetry does 
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not become apparent to the reader of but one or two poems 
in isolation. Rather, the realization grows upon t he 
reader as, in poem after poem, he sees snow and death 
related, sometimes vaguely or sometimes rather clearly, 
as in "The Onset" (p. 278). In that poem, which appears 
in the New Hampshire collection, snow is specifically 
called winter-death. The natural qualities of snow 
fit it well to be a symbol of death. It is cold and 
unfriendly to human and animal life. It often swirls 
onto the land in irresistible violence, burying all 
non-movirig objects and slowing the motion of those which 
are moving. After the violence comes a weird hush. 
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like that of death. But, as in "The Onset" and certain 
other poems, the eventual melting of the snow heralds 
a natural resurrection. The released waters become the 
sustenance of new life. This is the Vfhitmanesque 
theme of "ever returning spring." With the first .snow-
fall of each winter, the creatures of Frost's poems, 
human and animal, express a type of vestigial apprehen-
sion, as if they sensed the snow's death symbolism. 
And with the return of spring and the melting of the 
snow, there is an ~aster-like rejoicing, as if the dead 
had risen to life again. Of course, Frost did not 
invent this winter-death symbol. Eerhaps it is a 
universal folK-symbol. The poet merely makes a subtle 
response to something already in existence. 
11St·orm Fear 11 provides the best illustration of the 
apprehensive aspects of the winter-death symbol. In 
an irregular and complicated verse pattern which suggests 
the forces of disruption and chaos let loose on the 
world, Frost gives us a picture of the residents on an 
isolated farm weathering out the violence of the storm. 
Since Emerson once wrote a famous poem about a snow-
storm, and since Frost displays certain linkages with 
Emerson as well as some definite differences, a com-
parison of Emerson's ~'The Snow-Storm" and Frost's 
"Storm Fear" will be profitable. 
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What is the Emerson poem aboutv It is essentially 
a description of a New England snowstorm, ushered in 
by winds which sweep the fleLes across the landscape 
until the world outside the farmhouse becomes remote, 
and the residents are lost in the "tumultuous privacy 
of storm." Then the poem turns to a description of the 
wild skill with which the wind works--swift, mocking, 
cres.ting a strange s.nd painful gallery of white forms. 
And finally the scene is of a sunlit day after the storm 
has subsided, when 11 astonished Art" sees a model for 
its slow structures in the work which Nature has done 
in one swift spell. The effect is one of internal 
doziness before the fireplace, a pleasant isolation 
i mposed by the "fierce artificer" blustering s.bout the 
substa ntial dwelling. 
Frost's poem treats an almost identical situation, 
but there are depths of doubt a nd fear that Emerson's 
v;orlc does not rea ch. In 11 Storm Fear" the wind is a 
11beast 11 yelping as if to lure the farm-dwellers out into 
the blizzard. It uworks against us +i:a. the da.rk 11 and 
a ssails 11 the lower chamber window on the east, 11 as if 
to black out the li ght forever, This is far from the 
cozy privacy of storm depicted by Emerson. Here is 
a deadly war between humanity and the mysterious forces 
tha.t would extinguish it. The poet counts up the forces 
on the human side--two and a child--, an unimpressive 
array when set against the fury outside. Within, the 
fire dies down and the cold begins to creep through 
the walls and snow-blanked windows. "Even the com-
forting barn grows far away," cutting the dwellers 
off from their supply of food and fuel. How different 
this picture from the one sketched by Emerson! 
Whereas Emerson concluded his p oem with an expression 
of awe at Nature's superhuman skill in the creation of 
artistic beauty, Frost concl.udes his with an expression 
of fear for weak humanity cowering alone a gainst the 
furious dark winds and the inundating whiteness of 
snow. Emerson emphasizes the harmony between man and 
nature, a harmony in which man learns and nature in-
structs. Frost does not necessarily deny such harmony, 
but at least in this poem he emphasizes the frequent 
human doubt that nature is so amicable to man as the 
Emersonians might believe: 
And my heart owns a doubt 
Whether 'tis in us to arise with day 
And save ourselves unaided. (p. 13) 
Caught in the throat of a whirlpool or gasping in 
a freezing snowdrift, who is inclined to see nature as 
the beneficent friend of man and instrument of God? 
Frost has gone back through the transcendental sophisti-
cation and grasped man's elemental dread. 
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The symbolic possibilities of this poem are i mmense. 
Almost every line contains words or phrases with meta-
physical i mplica tions. And these seconda ry implications 
harmonize with the over-all i dea of the poem: man's . fe a r 
of the elemental forces in the midst of which he must live 
a nd upon whi ch, paradoxically, h e must depend for life. 
For example, in the first line the darkness in which the 
wind V/orks is more than the darkness of the wi nter night. 
It is the darkness and mystery of life. In the third 
line, it is probably no accident t hat Frost specifie.s 
11 the lower chamber window on t he east" a s the one receiv-
i ng the main pelting of the snow. It is true that many 
of northern New England's worst storms are northeasters. 
But it is also true tha.t the window on the ea st would be 
t h e first to receive the hopeful re.ys of the morning JUn1 
the light from the east t hat would dissolve the dark f ear 
i n the heart of man . The storm pelts this window as i f 
wi t h s pecial intention. Perhaps we might mention, also, 
the possible religious implica tions of light from the 
east. The Christian symbolism of the sunrise is well 
known. One notable usage of this symbolism occurs , of 
course, in Milton's famous 11 0de on the Morning of Christ's 
Nativity." It would be incorrect, perhaps, to over-
emphasize the Christian implica tions of this poem 
merely on t h e grounds of the "lower chamber windowH 
image, but it would be equally incorrect to deny to any 
reader the right to enrich his poetic experience by 
a realization of this harmonious possibility of mean-
ing. Robert Frost, the man who wrote two inimitable 
Biblical "parables" as the crowning achievements of 
his career, was certainly capable of realizing and 
cultivating religious implication in his early poetry. 
The symbolic idea of the assailment of man by myster-
ious natural forces can easily be extended to signify 
the assailment of the human mind or soul by the death-
dealing forces of materialism. This attitude fits the 
personality of Frost as indicated in other poems. 
Moreover, a common complaint in our time involves 
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the decline of idealism in the face of a rising material-
istic culture, or the concomitant decline of Christianity 
in the face of a pragmatic humanism. In the light of 
these remarks, the final word of "Storm Fear" may be 
especially significant. The poem expresses not merely 
the doubt that it is 11 in us to arise with day," but 
even more significantly doubts that we can "save ourselves 
unaided" (italics mine). Modern life has been character-
ized by a growing trust in the ability of human reason 
to do all things without assistance from any superior 
being or force. The symbols of humanity who inhabit 
the storm-assailed farmhouse represent the basic 
institution of civilization, the family. At least one 
member still feels the possible need for external help 
as "the cold creeps" and "the fire dies at length. 11 He 
senses the greater significance of the swirling snow. 
It symbolizes the colder eternal whiteness that is 
always waiting nearby to swallow human life. It is 
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an oblivion into which human life is forever falling even 
as all brooks fall away to the sea. The doubt expressed 
at the end of "Storm Fear" is a manifestation of the 
spiritual reluctance which permeates human life and 
which finds expression in other Frost poems such as 
"Reluctance" and "West-Running Brook." 
The spring poems which follow "Storm Fear" and 
"Wind and Window Flower" bring a resurrection of hope 
and joy, but a hope and joy always tempered by the 
realization that nothing gold can stay. The brooding 
doubt of "Storm Fear" casts a shadow into even the most 
sunny of groves. In "To the Thawing Wind" the poet 
gives us an apostrophe to the southwest wind, herald of 
winter's temporary setback: 
Come with rain, 0 loud Southwester! 
Bring the singer, bring the nester; 
Give the buried flower a dream; 
Make the settled snowbank steam; 
Find the brown beneath the white. (p. 16)21 
21 Whiteness, in association with life's enigmas 
and with snow and death, seems to be a symbolic device 
in Frost's poetry as it was in Melville's novels. It 
is the hue of winter-death in certain poems, but also is 
associated with birches, churches, ghosts, etc. 
The sense of an Easter-like rebirth theme is derivable 
from lines like the f ollowing : 
Bathe my window, make it flow, 
Melt it as the ice will go; 
Melt the glass and leave the sticks 
Like a hermit's crucifix; 
Burst into my narrow stall ••• (p. 16) 
Thus the hermit of "Storm Fear" is turned out of doors 
to voice 11A Prayer in Spring," a prayer not for sal-
vation so much as for temporary respite from the 
shadow of the inevitable storm: 
Oh, give us plea sure in the flowers today; 
And give us not to think so far away 
As the uncertain harvest; · keep us here 
All simply in the .springtime of the year. (p. 17) 
The sense of the fall of beauty is so strong with the 
poet that even in springtime his most ardent prayer is 
for thoughtlessness. 
Summer comes, but the desire for perfect joy 
unmingled with melancholy fails to be obtained. The 
perfumes of flowers and young love are always blended 
with a far-away smoke of autumn fires and a chill of 
winter wind. 'r he sense of time passing is inescapable. 
Even the changes that take place in a single day are 
sufficient to strike .a mysterious dumbness into the 
mouth of a separated lover: 
I le f t y ou in the morning, 
And in the morning glow, 
You walked a way beside me 
To make me sad to go. 
Do you know me in the gloaming, 
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Gaunt and dusty gray with roaming? 
Are you dumb because you know me not, 
Or dumb because y ou know? (p. 18) . 
In "Rose Pogonias" the sun-worshipping lovers, withdrawn 
in a tree-encircled meadow adorned with a thousand 
orchises, are still plagued by the sense of mortality. 
They raise a simple prayer that somehow, in the "general 
mowing," their summer haven might be left uncut: 
We raised a simple prayer 
Before we left the spot, 
That in the general mowing 
That place might be forgot; 
Or if not all so favored, 
Obtain such grace of hours, 
That none should mow the grass there 
While so confused with flowers. (p. 19) 
"\Vaiting 11 (p. 20) is permeated with a Collins-like 
wistfulness. 11 In a Vale 11 (p. 21) emphasizes the early 
lessons the poet learned from nature, chief of which 
is the rising-falling cycle of life. It is like the 
boy Whitman learning the lesson of ·life and death from 
the sea-waves on Paumanok's shore: 
But all came every night with the mist; 
And often they brought so much to say 
Of things of moment to which, they wist, 
One so lonely was fain to list, 
That the stars were almost faded away 
Before the last went, heavy with dew, 
Back to the place from whence she came--
Where the b ird was before it flew, 
Where the flower was before it grew, 
Where bird and flower were one and the same. 
(p. 21) 
Summer and love burn on through a few more poems--"A 
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Dream Pang," "In Ne glect," "The Vantage Point 11 --until 
haying time. Then, as we learn in "Mowing," the :poet 
ironically finds himself cutting d own the very orchises 
that his spring :prayer had wished p reserved. In nMowing" 
the :poet seems to have achieved for once the state of 
thoughtlessness about the future that frees him from 
visions of the withered lea ves and death-dealing snow. 
The only words his scythe whispers to him are, " The 
fact is the sweetest dream that labor knows. 11 Immersed 
thus in the sweet dream, he has become the instrument of 
that destruction which shadows his own life. 
Like the lovers in "Going for Water," the poetry 
of A Boy's Will seems to run to meet the moon. Summer 
passes quickly and autumn chill comes into the air. 
The lovers find the well dry beside the door and are 
forced to go for their water to the brook, which had 
flowed liberally in springtime. ~hey seem to be seeking, 
half fearful of not succeeding, some revival of spirit. 
They are returning into themselves for renewal of the 
vital flow which sustains their love: 
We ran as if to meet the moon 
That slowly dawned behind the trees, 
The barren boughs without the leaves, 
Without the birds, without the breeze. 
But once within the wood, we paused 
Like gnomes that his us from the moon, 
Ready to run to hiding new 
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With laughter when she found us soon. 
Each laid on other a staying hand 
To listen ere we dared to look, 
And in the hush we joined to make 
We heard, we knew we heard the brook. (p. 26) 
Within a dark wood of self-appraisal, they find again 
what they need. 22 In this Indian Summer hush, Frost 
takes time to meditate on the meaning of life in 
"Revelation," "The Trial by Existence," "The Tuft of 
Flowers," "Pan With Us," and 11 The Demiurge's Laugh." 
"Revelation," "Pan With Us," and 11 The Demiurge's 
Laugh" have already been discussed. 11 The Trial by 
Existence" and "The Tuft of Flowers" wrestle philo-
sophically with problems which are coming more promin-
ently into the poet's mind as he approaches the somber 
autumnal note of the final six poems of the book. What 
is the meaning of human suffering and death? What are 
men to one another? 
11 The Trial by Existence" approaches the first 
question through a fanciful visit to heaven. In this 
poem, whose style is occasionally reminiscent of 
Tennyson's "The Lo t us Eaters," we learn that even in 
heaven 11 the utmost reward I Of daring " is "still to 
78 
22 The brook as a symbol of spiritual r enewal 
recurs in one of Frost's most significant late poems, 
"Directive. 11 .!:1 r ooks are to be found i n many other poems 
as well. 
dare," Human life is therefore the result of a choice 
of incarnation, a choice which only the bravest souls 
have the courage to make: 
'Tis of the essence of life here, 
Though we choose greatly, still to lack 
The lasting memory at all clear, 
That life has for us on the wrack 
Nothing but what we somehow chose; _ 
Thus we are wholly stripped of pride 
In the pain that has but one close, 
Bearing it crushed and mystified. (p. 30) 
"The Tuft of Flowers" takes up the question of the 
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apparent aloneness , of man in this tria+ called esistence. 
Aware of the loneliness of his mid-morning work in the 
field, turning over the mown hay to dry, the poet is 
simultaneously aware of the early-morning aloneness of 
the mower who had cut the grass somewhat earlier: 
But he had gone his way, the grass all mown, 
And I must be, as he had been,--alone, 
~s all must be,' I said within my heart, 
~Vhether they work together or apart.' (p. 31) 
But when a bewildered butterfly leads his gaze to a 
tuft of grass and flowers beside a brook, the poet 
supposes that some sense of beauty kindred to his own 
mad moved the mower to preserve the tuft. He reverses 
his earlier saying: 
'Men work together,' I told him from the heart, 
'Whether they work together or apart.' (p. 32) 
23 Compare the mood of "The Lovely Shall Be 
Choosers,n in West-Running Brook. Also, compare state-
ments about the meaning of earthly life in A Masque of 
Reason, p. 589. - --
A Boy's Will concludes with six autumnal poems 
which stress ·the symbolic correspondence between the 
mortality of nature and the mortality of man. "Now 
Close the Windows" (p. 36) introduces the melancholy 
picture of empty trees tossing silently on the other 
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side of the windowpane. "In Hardwood Groves" brings home 
the necessity, in ~ world, of decay as a prelude to 
any possible rebirth. The dying leaves 
••• Must go down past things coming up. 
They must go down into the dark decayed. 
They must be pierced by flowers and put 
Beneath the feet of dancing flowers. 
However it is in some other world 
I know that this is the way in ours. (p. 37) 
In a poem like this, it is hardly possible to see the 
poet's grief for the falling leaves as anything other 
than symbolic grief for falling humanity. Hopkins' 
poem about Margaret, grieving for her "goldengrove 
unleaving," comes to mind in this connection. It is 
not the leaves, but Margaret, that she grieves for. 24 
"A Line-Storm Song," one of Frost's most beautiful 
lyrics, is a brave gesture of human defiance in the 
face of the inevitable. A line storm is one of those 
season-changing tempests that rip in over New England 
24 Gerard Manly Hopkins, "Spring and Fall. 11 
at the end of summer and bring down the first leaves 
in day-long floods of rain: 
The line-storm clouds fly tattered and swift. 
The road is forlorn all day, 
Where a myriad snowy quartz stones lift, 
And the hoof-prints vanish away. 
The roadside flowers, too wet for the bee, 
Expand their bloom in vain. 
Come over the hills and away with me~ 
And be my love in the rain. (p. 38J 
The beautiful third stanza is a memorable tribute to 
the human spirit of those who accept the challenge of 
life and love with a bold heart: 
There is a gale to urge behind 
And bruit our singing down, 
And the shallow waters aflutter with wind 
From which to gather your gown. 
What matter if we go clear to the west, 
And come not through dry-shod? 
For wilding brooch shall wet your breast 
The rain-fresh goldenrod. (p. 38) 
In "October," the mood of defiance turns again to prayer 
that the inevitable decline may be slow: 
Begin the hours of this day slow. 
Make the day seem to us less brief. 
Hearts not averse to being beguiled, 
Beguile us in the way you know. 
Release one leaf at break of day; 
At noon release another leaf; 
One from our trees, one far away. 
Retard the sun with gentle mist; 
Enchant the land with amethyst. 
Slow, slow! (p. 40) 
The final two poems of A Boy's Will come down 
very heavily upon the sic transit theme and upon man's 
inborn reluctance to let go. "My Butterfly,n as pointed 
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out earlier, was Frost's first commercially-published 
poem. Superficially, it might be looked upon as a 
simple elegy for a dead butterfly, as the subtitle 
("An Elegy") suggests. However, if that were all the 
poem offered, it would have to be condemned as a rather 
flagrant example of the pathetic fallacy and perhaps 
written off as one of Frost's youthful mistakes. But 
the poem is saved from condemnation by its symbolic 
implications, which elevate the fragile butterfly, 
plaything of the winds, into an emblem of beauty's 
mortality. Hawthorne employed a mechanical butterfly 
as a symbol of artistically-created beauty in his 
"The Artist of the Beautiful." In that story, the 
butterfly is finally crushed in the blundering grasp 
of a child. A treasure created by man is destroyed by 
man, and God is apparently not directly involved. In 
Frost's poem, on the other hand, the creation and de-
struction are both the work of something superhuman, 
something that holds the fate of men as well as that 
of butterflies. There is a suggestion of a flaw in the 
very heart of the universe. 
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Glimpsing one day a broken butterfly wing among the 
withered leaves of late autumn, the poet finds the 
experience disturbing. "Save only me/ There is none 
left to mourn thee in the fields," he laments. The 
broken wing becomes a symbol of lost life and beauty. 
The poem recalls the gayety of the butterfly in early 
summer: 
But is is long ago--
It seems forever--
Since first I saw thee glance, 
With all thy dazzling ones, 
In airy dalliance, 
Preyipitate in love, 
Tossed, tangled, whirled and whirled above 
Like a limp rose-wreath in a fairy dance. Cp. 41) 
But the passage of time has revealed to the poet 
another aspect of beauty--its mortality: 
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Thou didst not know, who tottered, wandering on high, 
That fate had made thee for the pleasure of the wind, 
With those great careless wings, 
Nor yet did I. 
And there were other things: 
It seemed God let thee flutter from his gentle clasp ·: 
Then fearful he had let thee win 
Too far beyond him to be gathered in, 
Snatched thee, o'ereager, with ungentle grasp. 25 (pp. 41-42) 
As the poem draws to a close, the poet recalls a 
mid-summer experience. Caught in the deceptive languor 
of the season, he had almo s t forgotten what life was 
about. Then, in the midst of distraction, 
Sidelong, full on my cheek, 
What should that reckless zephyr fling 
But the wild touch of thy dye-dusty wing! (p. 42) 
Did the ·impact of the dye-dusty wing somehow save the 
poet from a false concept of beauty as everlasting and 
bring him back to a sense of earthly reality? The word 
2 5 One mig~t wonder whether Frost had in mind the 
death of a child a s he wrote this poem. It couldn't 
have been his own child, however, since this poem was 
too early. 
dye-dusty may contain ominous suggestions, prefiguring 
subtly the fact brought out in the final stanza: that 
the wing was, after all, really only dust from the 
beginning, like all things mortal: 
I found that wing broken today! 
For thou art dead, I said, 
And the strange birds say. 
I found it with the withered leaves 
Under the eaves. (p. 42) 
"Reluctance," the terminal poem of A Boy's !ill, 
is the seasoned traveler's wistful afterthought as he 
looks backward over his poetry and his life. It is, 
moreover, a shrewd revelation of human psychology, a 
recognition of man's strqnge reluctance to yield to the 
drift of the physical world of which he is a part. 
Though not the voice of an old man, this poem is the 
voice of a man who has climbed the "hills of view. 11 
He has seen the symbolic leaves fall, he has saddened 
at the withering of the witch-hazel and the last lone 
aster, he has braved the line-storm and felt the fear of 
encompassing snow-death. He has, in short, confronted 
the riddle of existence and found no answer other than 
the mysterious human will to resist the apparently 
irresistible: 
The heart is still aching to seek, 
But the feet question 'Whither?' 
Ah, when to the heart of man 
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Was it ever less than a treason 
To go with the drift of things, 
To yield with a grace to reason, 
And bow and accept the end 
Of a love ar a season? (p. 43) 
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The prime ideas and motifs of A Boy's Will--
withdrawal and return (to borrow an expression from 
Toynbee), sic transit gloria mundi, reluctance-~along 
with the symbols by which they are expressed, establish 
an ideological and artistic hub aroung which rotate 
many of the leading ideas of Frost's later books. The 
joys and perils of the dark wood, the seasons . of man's 
life, the fear of the engulfing storm, love and its eternal 
question, withered leaves and butterfly wings, hidden 
brooks of inspiration, autumn rain--these symbols and 
others like them weave through Frost's later poetry 
like colored threads through a magnificent tapestry, 
now one dominating the pattern and now another, or 
glinting through to enrich the backgrounds of human dramas 
which become so prominent in Frost's work from North 
of Boston on. By no means, of course, do all the 
symbolic motifs take their start in! Boy's Will. A 
great many qualifications and additions are made in ·the 
later poems. But a poetic attitude is here born and 
established, an attitude which never fades throughout 
Frost's very long career. 
The Dramatic Qualities 
III. DRAMA AND SYMBOL 
One key, one solution to 
the mysteries of human 
condition, one solution 
to the old knots of fate, 
freedom, and foreknowledge, 
exists; the propounding, 
namely, of the double 
consciousness. A man 
must ride alternately on 
the horses of his private 
and his public nature, as 
the equestrians in the 
circus throw themselves 
nimbly from horse to horse, 
or plant one foot on tha 
back of one and the other 
foot on the back of the 
other. 
(Emerson, "Fate") 
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Robert Frost's second book, North of Boston (1914), 
follows swiftly on the heels of the highly successful 
! Boy's Will. The sixteen poems which comprise this 
second book cover more than two times as many pages as 
the thirty poems of the earlier book. The short lyric-
al pieces have all but disappeared. Instead, North of 
Boston is composed largely of several rather long 
dramatic· narratives, including several dialogues and 
at least one monologue. There are a few poems which, 
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in spite of their frequent inclusion under a general 
dramatic he~ding, 1 actually defy specific classifica-
tion. Poems like "Mending Wall," "After Apple-Picking," 
and "The Wood Pile" combine attributes of the narrative, 
the dramatic, and the lyric. At least one poem in the 
book is unambiguously lyric. The one referred to is 
the terminal "Good Hours, •• which, because of its quat-
rain stanzaic form, strikes the eye as a near misfit 
after a whole book of dramatic and hybrid forms. 
Although there are of course many points of simil-
arity between Frost's first two books, they are in 
most respects strikingly different. The contr~st ap-
pears not only in the more uniform maturity of the 
second book, but also in the method, attitude, and 
subject matter. In North £! Boston, the one-time 
frequenter of his own dark woods emerges to partake 
liberally of the society and conversation of his 
fellowmen. The withdrawn lover and thinker-of-long-
thoughts becomes greatly concerned about the barriers 
that keep people apart. He paces the tumbling wall 
with a neighbor, explores an abandoned cottage with 
theminister, eavesdrops on Dr. Magoon and a fat man 
1 See Lawrance Thompson, ~ ~ ~' pp. 106-119. 
in a hotel room, goes among farm laborers, hears the 
talk of farmers and their wives in dooryards and par-
lors, and reports on a rained-out family reunion. The 
introspection of A Boy's !111 turns into sympathetic 
and subtle analysis of character. The heart which 
sorrowed over the fall of glory in nature now observes 
the same phenomenon in men and women who, because they 
are themselves aware of the ways of the universe, re-
veal a special quality of heroism. A Boy's Will and 
North 2f Boston might be taken to represent two op-
posite poles of Frost's poetic technique, the subjec-
tive-lyrical on ~. the one hand and the objective-dramatic 
on the other. The poetry of the remainder of Frost's 
career represents the variously-integrated emanations 
from these two poles. 
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Were this a general study of Frost, without special 
focus upon the symbolic aspects of his poetry, it would 
probably be necessary to consider North of Boston 
chiefly from the dramatic viewpoint. That the study 
of human character is an important interest of the poet 
cannot be ignored. Watts is neglecting North of Boston, 
it would appear, when he says that the "dialogue with 
nature' dominates the books before A Witness Tree and 
that the'tlialogue with society11 dominates only the 
later books.2 Thompson is much closer to the truth 
when he devotes the bulk of his chapter on "Dramatic 
Narratives" to the poems in North of Boston.3 There-
fore, although the present study in oriented toward 
symbolism, no disparagement of the importance of 
other qualities is intended. 
~ Wall Motif 
"Mending Wall," the opening poem of North .2! 
Boston, introduces the predominant verse form of the 
book--blank verse4--and also establishes a symbolic 
wall motif which carries over into many of the other 
poems. The sense in which "Mending Wall" is symbolic 
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perhaps requires clarification. The poem might perhaps 
be referred to as a parable, a verse story suggesting· 
a general truth about life.5 At the same time, one 
concrete object in the poem--the wall--is a symbol 
not basically different in function from, say, the 
2 Harold H. Watts, "Robert Frost and the Inter-
rupted Dialogue," American Literature, XXVII (March, 
1955), 74. 
3 ~ and ~' pp. 105-119. 
4 
"Waiting" (p. 20) is the only blank-verse poem 
in A Boy's Will. 
5 William G. O'Donnell, "Par~ble in Poetry," 
Y1r~inia Quarterly Review, XXV (Spring, 1948), 269-
282, refers to Frost's late masques as parables, but 
the term fits some of the earlier works as well or 
better. 
dark wood of "Into My Own," although certainly differ-
ent in signification. A parable is definable as a fic-
tional but probable acco~t which suggests, usually 
through symbolism, some abstract truth, most frequent-
ly moral or religious. It represents an application 
of the heuristic method in literature. The parable-
writer's usual intention toward the reader is well 
expressed in a few words from "Mending Wall": "I'd 
rather/ He said it for himself" (p. 48). 
The main message of ''Mending Wall" is presented 
in the very first line and re-echoed later in the poem: 
"Something there is that doesn't love a wall" (p. 47). 
A reading of the whole poem reveals clearly that the 
poet is operating on two levels, the literal and the 
symbolic. On the literal level, the poem explains the 
mysterious way in which winter frost tears down man-
made stone walls, so that the abutting neighbors must 
pace along the wall every spring to restore the barrier 
between them. It narrates, with snatches of dialogue, 
some of the details of this yearly rebuilding tour: 
the poet's doubts regarding the usefulness of a stone 
wall which merely divides apple trees from pines; the 
neighbor's undiscriminating faith in his father's 
saying that 11 good fences make good neighbors"; the 
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picture of the neighbor, "like an old-stone savage 
armed," transporting boulders through dark woods to 
refill the gaps in the wall. On the symbolic level, 
the poet is expressing skepticism regarding the value 
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of certain man-made barriers which impede unnecessarily. 
The barriers implied are those whicn seem to make no 
more sense than a stone wall in the woods--barriers, 
that is, which are not in the nature of things. Such 
barriers might include . some of those flimsy dividers 
which separate Christian from Christian, class from 
class, kindred nation from kindred nation, etc. 
Whether they would include the separators between race 
and race it is hard to say. It should be noted that 
allowance is made for the possibility that there may 
be some walls in the nature of things. These necessary 
barriers, of course, would not be included in the 
general dictUm against walls. In other poems, Frost 
does imply the folly of trying to break through such 
b . 6 arr~ers. 
A closer look at "Mending Wall" reveals fur.ther 
symbolic possibilities. It is notable, for example, 
that Frost takes exception to the violent overthrow of 
barriers, even purposeless ones: 
6 Consider, for example, ':tTwo Look at Two" (p. 282). 
The work of hunters is another thing: 
I have come after them and made repair 
Where they have left not one stone on a stone, 
But they would have the rabbit out of hiding, 
To please the yelping dogs. (p. 47) 
The tone here is one of irritation or even anger. The 
hunters may be taken to represent the exponents of 
vimlence, possibly the revolutionary element that com-
prises part of every society. These persons consider 
nothing sacred in their wild pursuit, itself perhaps 
as irrational as the very wall they destroy "to please 
the yelping dogs. 11 No doubt Frost sees something 
bitterly humorous in the readiness of two neighbors to 
co-operate in isolating themselves from each other: 
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••• On a day we meet to walk the line 
And set the wall between us once again. 
We keep the wall between us as we go. 
To each the boulders that have fallen to each. (p. 47) 
The stones themselves, however, seem reluctant to be 
put back, some requiring the casting of a spell to make 
them balance even 11until our backs are turned." Yet 
mankind goes on wearying and scarring itself in this 
futility: 
We wear our fingers· rough with handling them. 
Oh, just another kind of outdoor game, 
One on a side. It comes to little more. (p. 47) 
Much as he would like to tell his neighbor, the poet 
recognizes that some conclusions are best arrived at 
naturally. The neighbor is still benighted, like the 
bulk of mankind, perhaps--moving in a darkness still 
close to the primitive: 
••• I see him there 
Bringing a stone grasped firmly by the top 
In each hand, like an old-stone savage armed. 
He moves in darkness as it seems to me, 
Not of woods only and the shade of trees. (p. 48) 
The neighbor has not yet emerged from his dark wood of 
insecurity into a daylight of rational discrimination 
and human sympathy. 7 
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Oddly, this rather clear poem has been the object 
of frequent misinterpretations. Readers, including at 
least one excellent critic, have been prone to over-
emphasize or misconstrue the neighbor's remark, "Good 
fences make good neighbors." The emphatic terminal 
position of this remark perhaps encourages this error. 
Mark Van Doren, for example, once held this poem to 
signify that man must recognize his limits. 8 As the 
above analysis has attempted to point out, although this 
idea of the value of recognizing human limits may be 
fully acceptable to Frost, it is not the point of chief 
stress in "Mending Wall." The poem does not deny that 
7 The dark-wood symbolism of A Boy's Will may be 
slightly evident here. The neighbor is wi!harawn to 
himself, insecure without the meaningless wall to pro-
tect his individuality. 
8 
"Robert Frost's America," Atlantic Monthly, 
CLXXXVII (June, 1951), 34. 
good fences make good neighbors, but it does suggest 
that good neighbors ought to puD some serious thought 
into the question of what constitutes a good fence. 
Man-made walls that obviously antagonize nature are 
not classifiable as good fences. The trouble is that 
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the world is too full of ~ fences and of benighted 
dogmatists who persist in maintaining them. It is not 
the saying in itself that is wrong. It is the neighbor's 
refusal to "go behind" the saying that is to be lamented. 
It is his inability to see the saying's full import and 
to discriminate ~ccordingly in its application. The 
good fences are .those which are in the nature of things 
or which continue to serve a clearly beneficial purpose; 
the bad ones are like the tumbling stone wall in the 
woods. They are maintained for the sake of tradition, 
prejudice, or pride but s~rve only as obstructions to 
·, 
human freedom ·or harmony. 
Frost's own comments on "Mending Wall," like those 
he offers on other poems, display his resolution to let 
the poem speak for itself. He refuses to take sides. 
Occasionally he half-satisfies unwary questioners with 
possible double-entendres, as illustr~ted by his comment 
on the international implications of "Mending Wall": 
"Nationality is something I couldn't live without!" or 
"I played exactly fair in it. Twice I Sqy 'good fences' 
and twice 'Something there is--.' You can make it 
national or international."9 
Several of the longer poems in North of Boston 
can be fruitfully discussed as studies of the wall 
phenomenon in human relations. Many of the poems, like 
"The Death of the Hired Man," nHome Burial," etc., are 
filled with the tragedy of separation and isolation. 
The psychologic~! barriers are often the more heart-
rending because they arise between persons whose happi-
nesp depends upon co-operation and understanding: 
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employer and employee, old and young, brother and brother, 
man and woman. Sometimes, as in "The Fear," trouble · 
comes when human beings break through a good fence and 
erect a bad one. Fortunately, however, the favorable 
elements of nature occasionally tr±umph to demolish an 
undesirable barrier and bring happiness, as in 11 The 
Generations of Men." 
9 As quoted by Reginald L. Cook, "Robert Frost's 
Asides on His Poetry," American Literature, XIX (Jan-
uary, 1948), 355. Additional comments by Frost are 
also summarized by Cook: "In Santa Fe during a reading, 
he~ros~ called it 'too New Englandish,' and he explain-
ed~hat mending wall is an occupation he used to follow. 
The neighbor in the poem is not a Yankee as represented, 
but actually a French-Canadian (Canuck) who was very 
particular every spring about setting up the wall. 
Frost chuckles over the figure of the 'old-stone 
savage.' It shows, he says, that he is a'born archae-
ologist.' It is a 'paleolithic' savage. Two things 
he is especially proud of in the poem are the 'oh!' and 
the nyphen in 'old-stone savage.' In reading it, he 
stresses 'I'd rather he said it for himself,' just as 
"The Death of the Hired Man," one of Frost's 
universally admired studies in character, presents 
several examples of the effect of good or bad fences 
in human affa·irs. Early in the poem we become aware 
of two barriers--one between Warren and his aged hired 
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hand, Silas; and one of a little different kind between 
Warren and his wife, Mary. That between Warren and Silas 
is bolstered on both sides by a sort of pride. Warren 
is the real New Hampshire man, proud of his pose of 
practicality and business-like materialism, striving 
against nature to view all human relations as strictly 
a dollars-and-cents proposition, fearing the humility 
' and heartache that admission of emotion and sentiment 
might entail. He speaks thus of age and home: 
What good is he? Who else will harbor him 
At his age for the little he can do?. (p. 49) 
Home is the place where, when you have to go there, 
They have to take you in. (p. 53) 
On Silas's part the pride is of a somewhat similar kind, 
but with different motivation. Weak, old, and ill, 
and in a material sense nearly worthless, he cannot 
even at the very end bring himself to accept help 
in -•Two Tramps in Mud-Time' he stresses 'It's got to be 
·for mortal stakes.' When I once asked him if 'The Egg 
and the Machine' implied the precedence of the organic 
over the mechanical in life, he replied that he was 
not 'taking sides any more than in "Mending Wall"'" 
(pp. 355-356). 
without maintaining the fiction of business-like ex-
change of value for value. He has spent his life in 
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a society where the idea of human worth for its own sake, 
apart from the utilitarian, has been submerged or left 
to reside with a "sentimental" minority, including 
women and some preachers. On the point of death, he 
presents the heroically pathetic request not for alms 
but for an opportunity to help his rel~ctant employer. 
He's "come to ditch the meadow" and "clear the upper -
pasture, too." The wall of materialistic pride between 
Warren and Silas withstands the assaults of Mary, and 
Silas dies with the barrier still firm. The other wall, 
between Warren and Mary, finally gives way, at least 
temporarily. The breach is partly the result of the 
pathetic death of Silas. Thompson correctly recognizes 
this ·successful assault upon a psychological barrier 
as the central theme of the poem: "the transformation 
of the husband's stubborn and impatient prejudice, 
through the deliberate and gentle persuasiveness of the 
wife."10 However, the wife's victory is the result of 
her recognition of what Thompson fails to recognize--
that the barrier she is storming is not so much the 
husband's "stubborn and impatient Prejudice" as his 
1° Fire and Ice, p. 212. 
---
protective shell of New Hampshire pride, a facade to 
cover up the true humanity within. Mary might be re-
ferred to as the incarnation of the natural force 
that doesn't love a wall. She is filled with sym-
pathy for her fellow beings and appears capable of 
feeling their plight in her own heart. The picture of 
Silas, "huddled against the barn-door fast asleep," 
is to her not only an image of misery; it is 
"frightening, too." She glimpses the broader import 
of the sight, the universal implications of age and 
weakness walled off from human sympathy and hope. 
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The old man is frightening because he could be anybody--
Warren or even herself. She is aware of the principle 
of intrinsic human worth, of the fallacy of a dollars-
and-cents interpretation of human relationships. To 
her, home means "something you somehow haven't to deserve. 11 
She knows, too, that deep down even Warren feels the 
same way. If that were not true, her final victory 
would have been impossible .• 
Warren returned--too soon, it seemed to her, 
Slipped to her side, caught up her hand and waited. 
(p. 55) 
The wall has fallen. 
This poem treats at least two other undesirable 
walls: that between old Silas and Harold Wilson, the 
college boy; and that between Silas and his wealthy 
brother thirteen miles away. The barriers between 
Silas and the boy are multifold: crabbed age versus 
youth, past versus future, learning versus experience. 
What neither seems to realize is that differences do 
not necessarily call for barriers, that the function 
of every magnet requires two opposite poles which pull 
eternally together. The wall between Silas and his 
brother is a repetition of the dollars-and-cents wall 
between the old man and Warren, but its strength is 
intensified by the fact of blood relationship, an 
amazing paradox of life. 11 
''A Hundred Collars" (p. 61) is concerned with the 
wall of fear and suspicion which prevents an academic 
democrat from being a real one. Professor Magoon, 
great scholar and democrat ("If not at heart, at least 
on principle"), misses his train at Woodsville Junction 
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11 
"The Death of the Hired Man" is one of Frost's 
most frequently anthologized poems. It is also one of 
his best loved and most frequently discussed. Frost 
himself recognizes that it is subject to misinterpreta-
tion. He took issue, especially, with a dramatic pre-
sentation of the poem which he once saw. The actors 
adopted the conventionalized attitudes of hicks, and 
Frost was disgusted. See Cook, "Robert Frost's Asides," 
p. 359. C. M. Bowra demonstrates a more or less typical 
critical attitude toward this poem when he declares its 
theme to be "the pathos of men who have no roots and no 
ties and no firm grip on life." See his "Reassessments: 
Robert Frost," Adelphi, X.XVII -(November, 1950), 46-54. 
Bowra fails to recognize the hired man's desperate pride 
and Warren's pose of unemotionality. 
and is driven by fatigue to accept the only hotel 
accommodations available, a bed in a room already 
occupied ey another man. The theme of democracy is 
reinforced by the Burnsian response of the hotel 
clerk to the professor's inquiry about the roommate's 
character: "I know him: he's all right. A man's a 
man." The roommate turns out to be a rather fright-
ening character in the eyes of the professor. Lafe 
is his name, a huge man naked above the waist, with 
his bottle near to hand. He is a Vermont Democrat 
and therefore no doubt a democrat aD heart. To be a 
D t . V t tak t · t· 12 I emocra ~n ermon es s rong conv~c ~ons. n 
spite of the friendliness of the big man and in spite 
of his generosity in offering the professor a hundred 
outgrown shirt~collars, the academic democrat cannot 
bring himself to remove the wall of suspicion and 
fear which separates him from this genuine man of the 
13 people. 
12 According to Reginald L. Cook ("Robert Frost's 
Asides," p. 351), Frost is "an independent democrat." 
l3 People are inclined to misunderstand this poem. 
c. M. Bowra is definitely wrong when he says, "Frost's 
real subject is the strange character of the other man, 
his suspicions, his vanity, his roughness. He is 
ashamed of his great si:ze and yet defiant about it" 
("Reassessments," p. 53). 
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Domestic situations afford several examples of 
lamentable psychological barriers in North of Boston. 
In the poem "Home Burial," a farmer and his wife are 
wedged apart by their different reactions to the death 
of their only child. The wife cannot rid her mind of 
the horror of the burial scene, which is constantly 
recalled by the daily view of the grave through the 
stairway window. She imagines something calloused in 
the way the husband dug the little child's grave with 
his own hands, 
Making the gravel leap and leap in air, 
Leap up, like that, like that, and land so lightly 
And roll back down the mound beside the hole. 
(p. 71) 
She feels that his ability to resume the necessary daily 
tasks of the farm after the funeral is evidence of his 
lack of feeling. She cannot become reconciled to the 
fact that there .is a natural wall between the living 
and the dead, and so constructs an unnatural wall be-
tween herself and her husband, who is actually affected 
very deeply by the child's death. He, however, realizes 
that life must go on. She feels (and we must not be 
misled into condemning her as she condemns her husband) 
that grief should be fed by all the vital streams of 
her nature until those streams are dried up. Such 
intensity, she imagines, ~as a chance of changing the 
evil world in which other life continues after her own 
child's death. She realizes the existence of the bar-
rier between life and death, but she cannot accept it: 
••• The nearest friends can go 
With anyone to death, comes so far short 
~hey might as well not try to go at all. 
No, from the time when one is sick to death, 
One is alone, and he dies more alone. 
Friends make pretense of following to the grave, 
But before one is in it, their minds are turned 
And making the best of their way back to life 
And living people, and things they understand. 
But the world's evil. I won't have grief so 
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If I can change it. Oh, I won't, I won't! (p. 72) 
In "A Servant to Servqnts" (p. 82), the woman's 
life of lonely drudgery, coupled with her family back-
ground of isolation and insanity, produces in her an 
intense desire to break down the social barriers. which 
keep her imprisoned. But she can't quite bring herself 
to the act. In substitution, she is almost pathetically 
grateful for a chance to tell her story to the visitor. 
"The Generations of Men" (p. 94), one of Frost's most 
attractive poems and one rich in symbolical implications, 
presents the more pleasant picture of young love success-
fully drawing two segments of the Stark family back 
together, or so the reader is given to hope. In "The 
Housekeeper'' (p. 103) we return again to the sad story 
of the rupture of one illicit relationship and the 
formation of another, of the erection of a wall between 
a man and a woman partly through their own effort. 
"The Fear" is another poem of isolation. A woman's 
past, apparently in some way guilty, drives her behind 
a rampart of fear. The dangers are mostly in her own 
mind. 14 
There are also walls between man's hope and its 
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conf irmation, between man's dreams and their realization. 
Such a wall is treated symbolically in "The Mountain," 
a poem which perplexes many people and which the 
explicators have generally avoided. As the traveler 
of the poem enters Lunenburg, he remarks concerning the 
effect which the presence of Mount Hor has upon him: 
... ~I felt · it like a wall 
Behind which I was sheltered from a wind. (p. 56) 
As the poem develops, it becomes clear that Mount Hor 
symbolizes the barrier between man's conjectures about 
the unknown and his attainment of the factual truth. 
The old man of Lunenburg, in answering the 
traveler's queries about the town and the mountain, 
mentions a local belief in the existence of a remark-
able spring, right on the very summit of the mountain. 
The residents of the area suppose that the mountain 
brook takes its waters from this spring. The traveler 
is of course skeptical and questions the old man 
14 Among the above poems, "The Generations of 
Men'' is especially interesting for Frost's use of 
incidental symbolism in several places· • . Note the 
symbolic proposal on page 100, beginning "Be good •••• " 
further. "I guess t here's no doubt/ About its being 
there, ~t answers the old man, conceding in the same 
breath that it "might not be on the very top" (p. 58). 
It appears that no one has ever brought back an eye-
witness account, although even the old man apparently 
considers the mountain not unclimbable. Why hasn't 
the old man gone up to take a look for himself? He 
always meant to, he says, but the reader is led to 
understand that some inner reluctance has kept the 
intention from turning into action. In context, the 
old man's words sound a great deal like rationalizing: 
••• It doesn't seem so much to climb a mountain 
You've worked around the foot of all your life. 
What would I do? Go in my overalls, 
With a big stick, the same as when the cows 
Haven't come down to the bars at milking time? 
Or with a shotgun for a stray black bear? 
'Twouldn't seem real to climb for climbing it. 
(p. 59) 
The fact becomes evident that the old man doesn't 
really want to climb the mountain. To do so would 
put an end to the mystery of the tip-t op spring. As 
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long as the spring remains a mystery, it remains a hope. 
But a trip up the mountain might possibly (even probably) 
kill the hope. Something similar to that has happened 
to destroy the old man's belief in the miraculous 
contrariness of the brook's temperature: 
But what would interest you about the brook, 
It's always cold in summer, warm in winter. (p. 57) 
Later, the old man shows that he really does know 
why the brook acts t his way. Reason has spoiled a 
miracle: 
I don't suppose the water's changed at all. 
You and I know enough to know it's warm 
Compared with cold, and cold compared with warm 
But all the fun's in how you say a thing. (p. 59) 
The old man doesn't want reason to break in, with all 
her matter of fact, to finish off the myth of the 
tip-top spring as reason finished off the miracle of 
the contrary brook. 
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The mountain is a barrier which the old man cannot 
quite bring himself to overcome. The hope is too 
precious to gamble against certainty. The mountain is 
a shelter against the unpredictable winds of reality. 
Consequently, it is a comforting barrier. Possibly it 
represents a wall in the nature of things, although .. 
clearly not a wall beyond passage. Possibly the old 
man shows great wisdom in refusing to climb just for 
the sake of confirmation o~ refutation. If some 
practical chore called for the ascent, then he might 
be willing to check up on the myth in passing. But 
he is not one to go up merely to destroy a myth that 
has apparently given him and others satisfaction 
throughout life. He would rather go on believing 
that, just possibly, the stream which the cattle and 
' y 
horses drink from in the pasture' may contain~ waters 
from the marvelous spring • . Why climb up to find out? 
Finding out wouldn ' t change the fact, but it might 
shut off a light of human hope. 
The fact that the mountain is ·called Hor tempts 
one to speculate as to the possible religious impli-
cations of the poem. Hor was the Biblical mountain 
on which Aaron died, within sight of the Promised 
Land (Numbers xx.). Could the brook which flows down 
the mountainside and through the farms of Lunenburg 
symbolize the stream · of spiritual hope which vitalizes 
ciyilization? Could the unseen fountain from which the 
brook is believed to flow symbolize the unconfirmed 
but frequently questioned source of spiritual inspir-
ation? Is there a suggestion that the past (symbolized 
by the very old man) has been cowardly in refusing to 
put its beliefs to the test when such testing was 
fully possible? Or is there a suggestion that the 
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old man and the past are right? Is the fact that Aaron's 
life ended atop Mount Hor a deterrent that keeps the 
old man from climbing? The poem does not answer these 
questions. It merely forces the sensitive reader to 
consider the possibilities and to recognize certain 
problems that he might otherwise have i gnored. It permits 
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the reader to say it for himself if he wishes an answer. 
"After Apple-Picking" (p. 88), a poem ruddy with 
the author's real-life experience, is veined through 
with symbolical significance. As the reader approaches 
the end of this poem, he finds himself once more con-
templating a spiritual barrier. On the concrete level, 
this is one of the most vivid of all poetic treatments 
of a familiar human experience after a long day of 
fruit-harvesting. The activity of the day--the motions 
and sights and sounds and odors--persist mentally when 
the tired harvester is on the verge of sleep. Blueberry 
pickers undergo the same experience, their dreams alive 
with vibrating blue wonders that must be plucked all 
night. The poem is a New England poem, but a universal 
one, too. It is universal because it deals with a nor-
mal human reaction that must have been felt by the glean-
ers of ancient Juda~ and the rice gathererffi of Con-
fucian China, as today it is felt by the cranberry 
pickers of Cape Cod. It is universal, also, becausa 
its symbolism brings yp the great question of human 
mortality. 
That the harvested fruit is apples is in most ways 
immaterial but in one way highly suggestive. Throughout 
the Western world, apples have been identified (of course 
mistakenly) with the "forbidden fruit 11 of Genesis. 
They have been associated with the idea of sin and 
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sensual indulgence. In this poem, apples can be viewed 
as suggesting not sin or sensual indulgence but perhaps 
the material experiences and aspira~ions of human life 
as distinguished from the more spiritual. They can 
be associa ted with the genero.l exigencies of mortality., 
the ~ physical life to v.thich humanity is b ound because 
of its embodiment in ·rlesh. Frost's concern for such 
problems, especially the problems of physical aging and 
decline--his consciousness of the drift of physical 
things, of the mortal rivers that flow inevitably to 
a sea of mortal oblivion--is attested to by the l arge 
number of poems about old men and women, by the so-called 
sic transit poems of ~ Boy's Will and later books, and 
by the very important uwest Running Brook." 
11 After Apple-Picking, 11 therefore, ca n be interpre ted 
as the thoughts of a man who ha s passed his period of 
greatest physical activity. His thoughts run on his 
youth 1 his aspirations fulfilled a nd unfulfilled, his 
present tiredness, and his future destiny. (This is 
not to deny t hat this poem is a t the same time a r ecord 
of the universal post-r~rvest experience.) 
Wcy long two-pointed l adder's sticking through 
a tree 
Toward heaven still (p. 88), 
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the poet begins. Life still goes on, perhaps continues 
to offer some of the opportunities which it offered in 
the past: 
••• There's a barrel that I didn't fill 
Beside it, and there may be two or three 
Apples I didn't pick upon some bough. (p. 88) 
But that part of life is over: 
••• I am done with apple-picking now. 
Essence of winter sleep is on the night, 
The scent of apples: I am drowsing off. (~. 88) 
"Winter sleep 11 suggests something much more extensive 
than a night's rest after the harvest. The "winter-
death11 of 11The Onset" (p. 278) · comes to the reader's 
mind--the final sleep. And all about is still the scent 
of apples, the willingness of the heart but the unwill-
ingness of the feet. 15 Winter imagery continues with 
the picture of the man peering at the frost-whitened 
grass through a sheet of skim-ice from the drinking 
trough. Ice, coldness, winter, all plagues of mortality. 
Suddenly the man is struck with the strangeness of things 
seen from a new viewpoint, perhaps the viewpoint of 
greater age as symbolized by the intervening sheet of 
skim-ice. 
Here follows one of the most beautiful transitions 
in modern poetry. The ice melts, falls, and breaks, 
l5 Compare "Reluctance" (p. 43). 
but does not restore the man to the real presence of 
things as they had previously existed. Instead, it 
transports the man into a world of dreaming: 
••• I was well 
Upon my way to sleep before it fell, 
And I could tell 
Vlhat form my dreaming was about to take. 
Magnified apples appear and disappear, 
Stem end and blossom end, 
And every fleck of russet dhowing clear. 
My instep arch not only keeps the ache, 
It keeps the pressure of a ladder round. (p. 88) 
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Dreams of past experiences present magnified images, 
like some of the memories of the aged. And the scenes 
appear and disappear. The aches and pressures are felt 
again. Then comes a reluctant resignation: 
••• I have had too much 
Of apple-picking: I am overtired 
Of the great harvest I myself desired. (p. 88) 
The aging man, unwilling to 
••• go with the drift of things, 
To yield with a grace to reason, 
And bow and accept the end 
Of a love or a season (p. 43), 
must do just that. Physically, this yielding is a 
necessity, but the human spirit goes by contraries. 
The dream carries on what the body can no longer bear. 
The inevitable, however, is apparent, and thoughts of 
the hereafter surge in: 
One can see what will trouble 
This sleep of mine, whatever sleep it is. 
Were he not gone, 
The woodchuck could say whether it's like his 
Long sleep, as I describe its coming on, 
Or just some human sleep. (p. 89) 
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A reader would have to be extremely obtuse to miss the 
implications of these final lines. The whole poem may 
be read, as the next to the last line implies, as a 
symbolic description of the coming of the eternal sleep. 
As it comes on, there is the necessity of relinquishing 
mortal things. This is followed by guesses concerning 
the hereafter. Attached yet to earth, the aging man 
feels strongly that there will be dreams of the cares 
of earth--the cherishing, the lifting-down of symbolic 
apples, the not-letting-them-fall. A human being faces 
toward the final barrier and wonders what lies beyond. 16 
There is no point, of course, in attempting to force 
the wall symbolism onto every poem in North of Boston. 
16 
';rhe objection that Fr.ost was not an old man 
himself when he wrote this poem is not valid. First, 
such an objection presupposes that a poet always writes 
subjectively and that his poetic narrator always repre-
sents himself. Secondly, this objection suggests that 
a man cannot write seriously or convincingly about an 
experience that he has not already passed t hrough. If 
that were so, novels by men would be without women 
characters of any validity,and women in such novels 
could certainly never have babies in convincing fashion. 
Dante could not have written about the inferno. Milton 
could never have written about the war in heaven. And 
Frost himselft· could not have written about the death of 
the hired man, the old man's winter night, the pauper 
witch of Grafton, or the vanishing redman. 
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Where it has been applied in the various discussions, 
it h8.s seemed appropriate and he lpful. Some of the 
poems of thi s book, however 1 like "The Ble.ck Cottage u 
(p. 74) and 11 Blueberries 11 (p. 78) 1 mi ght be interpreted 
from the wall viewpoint or they might not. For example, 
in 11 The Bl a ck Cottage" we get the following statement: 
As I $it here , and oftentimes, I wi sh 
I could be monarch of a desert l and 
I could devote and dedicate forever 
To the truths we keep coming back and back 
So desert it would ~~ve to be, so walled 
By mountain ranges half in summer snow, 
No one would covet it or think it worth 
Tl:e pains of conquering to force change on. 
to. 
17 (p. 77) 
In "Blueberries u the question of the Lorep.ff s pecult1ar :~·· 
isolation is certainly important to the poem, but this 
isola tion is not the whole story. 11 The Codell (p. 90) 
appears to get on perfectly well without reference to 
walls. Its concern is t h e pride of competent farmhands 
in t heir ability to c1o a thing right without being told 
when and. how. 11 The Self-Seeker 11 (p. 117) is a pathetic 
drama of a man injured in a sawmill accident. He must 
settle for a paltry ~500 insurance--$500 for his feet. 
17 The reader of this and other passages of similar 
nature in Frost 1 s poems should consider whether the views 
expressed are those of t he poet or of some character in 
the poem. I n this case the speaker is the mlnister with 
whom the poet ha s visited the cottage. He was t he 
Reverend Charles L. Merriam. The cottage belonged 
to the widow of G·eorge R. Upton, for whom t he local 
G·AR post was named. I t was loca ted in Vleet Derry 1 N. H. 
The date of the visit was approximetely 1905. 
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On the Interpretation of Frost's Dramatic Utterances 
This commentary on Frost's North of Boston would 
perhaps do well to conclude with a caution about inter-
preting cert~in statements made within the poems. The 
poems that comprise t his book are, as it is hoped the 
reader will agree, f r equently rich in symbolic implication. 
At the same time, these and other poems are obviously 
dramatic. Ideas expressed in dramatic poems should be 
ascribed to the author of those poems only with extreme 
caution. It was Hamlet, not Shakespeare, who said that 
t he world is out of joint. Similarly, it is the female 
representative of the Stark clan who, in "The Generations 
of Men," says, 
~t's as you throw a picture on a screen: 
~he meaning of it is all out of you; 
The voices give you what you wish to .hear (p. 99), 
not Robert Frost. Critics who in the future choose to 
cite this and similar pass~ges in other poems as evidence 
that Frost did not, or did, favor symbolic interpre-
tations of his poems will be making ·a foolish mistake. 
They will be interpreting out of context. The line 
immediately f ·olluwing the above quotation presents 
a distinctly contrary opinion: "Strangely, it's any-
thing they wish to give." Moreover, this latter state-
ment is made by a character who appears, in other sections 
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of the poem, to speak with more authority than the Stark 
girl. In neither instance, however, are we hearing the 
word of Robert Frost. Similarly, Professor Weygandt is 
ignoring context when he suggests that "The best way 
out is always through" is one of Frost's observations 
about life. 18 Actually, those words are spoken by the 
work-weary wife in "A Servant to Servants." But the 
words are second-hand even with her. The original 
holder of the view, according to the wife, is her op-
pressive husband, Len. She agrees with it not out of 
conviction but only out of desperation: 
Len says one steady pull more ought to do it. 
He says the best way out is always through. 
And I agree to that, or in so far 
As that I can see no way out but through--
Leastways for me--and then they'll be convinced. 
(p. 83) 
In "Home Burialn it is not Frost who declares that 
"the world's evil" (p. 72) but the distraught wife over-
come by her grief. In ''The Black Cottage n it is not 
Frost who says 
For, dear me, why abandon a belief 
Merely because it ceases to be true (p. 77), 
but the talkative minister. Such misapplications of 
dramatic utterances abound among critics and teachers 
of Frost's poetry. All interpreters of Frost's poetry 
should consider the context of each poetic .statement. 
~8 Cornelius Weygandt, On the Edge of Evening, ~ 
Autob~ogra~hy of a Teacher ana-writer Who Holds to the 
Old Waya ( ew YorK: Putnam,-rg46), p. 197. --
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In this study 1 proposed interpretations are based 
on the context of the individual poems a nd the l arger 
context of Frost's complete works. A dramatic poet 
may speak through the mouth of one of his characters. 
He does not ordinarily spesk through the mouths of all 
his char acters a t once, especially when those characters 
express conflicting views. He does not ordinarily speak 
through the mouth of a char~cter who is plainly dis-
credited or untrustworthy. Even the urn of certain 
Frost poems cannot be thoroughly relied upon to express 
the author's viewpoint. Does the Duke of Ferrara in 
Browning's 11My Last Duchess 11 express the author 1 s 
philosophy of life? 
~~ether a given dramatic utterance expresses the 
author's views or not can sometimes be determined by 
reference to the immediate context and to other works 
by the sa..me author~ or by resort to direct inquiry of 
the author. Critics who are familiar with an author's 
complete works can detect agreements or contradictions. 
Direct inquiry is seldom useful, however, since authors 
seldom are d·esirou~ or capable of clarifying something that 
they did not clarify in the original work. When context 
and other works do not suffice to solve a problem involving 
dramatic utterance, caution is the watchword. 
116 
IV. THE ROAD TAKEN: MOlJNTAIN INTERVAL AND NE.V HAIVIPSHIRE 
Maturity 
The tide of evil rises. Your ark 
is sailing and you make me a ·last-
minute allowance of a single plant 
on board for seed. Welli let it be 
a tree--Birches. Don't ask me why 
at a time of doom and -confusion 
like this. My reasons might be 
forced or unreal. But if I must 
defend my choice, I will say I took 
it for its vocali ty and its ul ter-
iority. 
I (Robert Frost, Headnote to 11Birches 11 ) 
As the introduction to this study has indicated, 
Frost's practice as a symbolist is to some degree an 
application of Emersonian ideas concerning the sym-
bolic obligation of all poetry. In the life around 
him, natural and human, the poet is capable of detect-
ing the principles by which things and events are re-
lated to truth, Each existent object or event, with-
out disto:r:·tion or loss of original reality, can be-
come in poetry a symbol of some idea or mystery of life. 
As previously explained, this American brand of sym-
bolism is not the same as the specialized and often 
dissociated Symbolisme of nineteenth-century France, 
which fascinated so many recent writers .and led them 
toward aestheticism, abstractionism, expressionism, 
surrealism; etc. Frost does not attempt to denude 
words and things of their normal meanings, nor does 
he attempt to force private meanings onto the phenom-
ena of the world. He, like Emerson, accepts the sim-
ple fact that nature and life are full of meaning to 
begin with. The poet's task is to lead all men to-
ward a greater comprehension of this meaning. 
This seems to be the essence of Frost's aim in 
the poems of Mountain Interval and New Hampshire, 
the earliest collections in which the poet displays 
the full range of his abilities. These mature poems 
are never designed as symbolic puzzles. Conversely, 
not all of them are "easy. 111 Many of these poems 
constitute genuine interpretive problems for the 
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reader who wishes to go beyond the mere surface picture 
or narrative. However, it is unlikely that any of 
these poems deserve to be termed obscure. All, on 
the literal or concrete level, ara reasonably clear. 
1 The great demand for Robert Frost's collections 
indicates that a rather large segment of the reading 
public. finds his works comprehensible on at least one 
level. · 
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Any apparent obscurity may be less the fault of the 
poems than of the reader. A reader who demands that 
every poem solve a mystery or culminate in a moral 
will be disappointed with Robert Frost in some cases. 
Frost goes only as far as his own vision will safely 
carry him. Thereafter, the reader is free to take 
over if he wishes. If a thing is easy to say directly, 
Frost will usually say it directly. If a thing is 
diff icult and ambiguous, Frost will not commit the 
Ahab-like error of attempting to make it simple and 
satisfying to the multitude. 2 Frost gives the reader 
nature and life in t heir simplicity as well as in t heir 
complexity. His symbol ism often guides a reader be-
yond the literal facts toward universal intimations-- . 
psychological, philosophical, spiritual. 
Mountain Interval (1916) and New Hampshire (1923) 
indicate Frost's a t tainment of full poetic maturity. 
This is not to say, of course, that the two earlier 
books could properly be classified as immature. Matur-
ity is relative matter. It is not a state or condition 
but a process. Maturity is characterized by an atti-
tude of readiness for constructive function, for con-
2 C. H. Cook, Jr., in "Ahab's 'Intolerable Allegory,' 11 
Boston University Studies in En.glish, I (Spring-Summer, 
1955), 45-52, interprets Ahab' s tragedy as ·t;he result 
of his refusal to recognize life's inEerent ambiguity. 
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fident forward movement based on the experience of the 
past and the prospects of the future. Immaturity is 
characterized by negativeness, hesitancy, and self-
conscious compensatory bravado. Maturity is capable 
of the long view, based on mood-tempering historical 
perspective. Immaturity puts an undue premium on pre-
sent experience or on immediately past experience. 
Frequently, immaturity takes a funereal view of termin-
ations. Although it would not be justifiably to label 
A Boy's Will an immatur e work, it is necessary to recog-
nize in that early collection less ease abou·t the nor-
mal passage of life, more unmitigated reluctance over 
inevitable terminations, and in general a shorter 
viewpoint. Moreover, the first book was more sentimen-
tally subjective than the later ones. North of Boston 
showed signs of a developing sense of humor and balance. 
Certainly, too, it is far from subjective. In fact, 
the predominantly dramatic approach suggests a self-
conscious swing to the objective extreme. This reaction 
against subjectivity is probably part of the process 
of maturing. But a still higher stage of the process 
comes when action and reaction give way to balance. 
The first really balanced collections of Frost's p oetry 
are Mountain Interval and New Hampshire. No doubt 
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Lawrance Thompson i s referring to some such balance 
when he states tha t the y outhful poet gets isolated 
flashes of poetic insight wh ile the more mature p oet 
remates these flashes to "patterns of larger meaning." 
Maturity obliges the poet more than ever to "find for 
his individual thought a specific image or metaphor 
or incident, if he is to achieve that concentration 
and compression ' which fuses and unifies the symbol 
to a philosophical lyric."3 
Poetic Expression of ~ Developing Artistic Sense 
Perhaps Frost himself recognized that with 
Mountain Interval his apprenticeship had ended and 
his life work begun. At the beginning of this book 
he placed what has come to be one of his most popu-
lar short poems, "The Road Not Taken. 11 If this poem 
is interpreted in the light of certain of the author's 
own remarks, it suggests tha t Frost was expressing his 
sense of poetic commitment now that he had become an 
accepted poet. 
A favorite anthology piece, "The Road Not ·:raken" 
is now familiar to almost everyone and ade quately 
understood by a majority. Now and then, of course, 
3 Fire and Ice (New York: Holt, 1942), p. 133. 
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one encounters a gross misunderstanding of this poem 
by someone who ought to know better. Uaually, t he 
misunderstanding is simply a matter of negligent read-
ing. The last two lines of the poem are taken out of 
context and allowed to stand as the meaning of t he 
whole poem. Fortunately, no published critic seems 
to have been guilty of this common mistake. 
"The Road Not Taken 11 is based on the crossroads-
of-life metaphor. The traveler makes what ne recog-
nizes as a probably irrevocable choice and muses upon 
the difference the choice has made or will make in his 
life. Frost gives the idea an interesting twist, 
however. The traveler muses in a double voice. At 
first the traveler's thought falls in line with stand-
ard rationalizations about the importance of choices; 
but quickly t here comes a more realistic counterview 
to balance the final conclusion like a round stone on 
a wall. The chosen road, the traveler tells himself, 
has the virtue of less wear, but immediately he must 
admit that the distinction is a questionable one and 
that the two roads are probably about t h e same. After 
this admission, he tells himself that he will keep the 
alternative road for anot her day, but even as he speaks 
he realizes that t h e possibility of return is extremely 
remote. Nevertheless, he knows that some day he will 
succumb to a common human weakness and ascribe his 
position in life to the choice made that day, a 
choice which in actuality may have been no choice at 
all: 
I shall be telling this with a sigh 
Somewhere a ges and a ges hence: 
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I--
I took the one less traveled by, 
And that has made all the difference. (p. 131) 
What is Frost's real opinion? Do human choices make 
any difference, or not? Do human beings determine 
their own destinies by their choices, as the final 
rationalization would suggest? Or, is life predeter-
mined, so that freedom and responsibility become mere 
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will-o'-the-wisps? ~s this poem fatalistic or possibly 
Calvinistic? These, of course, are futile questions 
which the poem was not designed to answer. \r.neth~r 
the traveler carries his destiny with him wherever 
he walks, or whether the choice he makes is significant, 
can never be discovered until man learns to do the 
magician's stunt whimsically suggested in the first 
stanza: to "travel both/ And be one traveler. 11 The 
poem's concern is not the objective fact of freedom 
or predestination; it is the psychological truth that, 
no matter what the objective fact may be, man cannot 
willingly surrender the belief that he is a free and 
responsible being. He clings to the belief that, 
within the r ange of opportunities presented, he is 
the director of his own destiny. It is the stolid 
persistence of this belief with which Frost is con-
cerned. He has no final answer regarding the right-
ness of this belief. This poem is obscure only to 
those who demand such an answer. 
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The poem is s~ubolic not only in the ways sug-
gested above but also in certain more detailed re-
spects. For example, it is notable that the roads 
diverge in a yellow wood. Immediately, autumn comes 
to the reader's mind, introducing the possibility that 
the traveler is a ged or past his prime. But a closer 
consideration brings the thought that it is not the 
traveler but the wood through which he moves that 
bears the autumn characteristics. Since the roads 
have been traveled before, it might be conjectured that 
the yellowness indicates the ripeness or even the 
decadence of the tradition whrough which the traveler 
must pass. The fact that the traveler would have 
preferred the fresher road (if there had actually 
been any choice) harmonizes with the above idea. More-
over, the fact that the traveler must take one or the 
other of the two forks suggests that he may be bound 
to direct his life along lines established for him by 
the tradition which he has inherited. ~ alternative 
not mentioned in the poem would be the possibility of 
cutting an entirely new road out of the wilderness.) 
In the third stanza, we learn that it is morning and 
that the roads are coated with freshly fallen leaves. 
Is there any possibility here of the implication that 
the back ways on which the traveler moves have all 
been neglected in the very recent past? 
The symbolic specuations included above are 
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indeed not presented as certa inties. Some of the ideas, 
however, do fit in with the possibility that this poem 
has autobiographical signi ficance for Frost. Is Frost 
intimating his own sense of poetic commitment? Does 
the yellow wood rep resent the limitations of tra dition 
upon his own mind? A pioneer might, as suggested, try 
blazing a new trail into the untraveled fastnesses . of 
his own artistic consciousness, but Frost believes that 
a poet needs an audience and that an audience imposes 
traditional restraints upon a poet's self-realization. 
Questionable as some of these ideas might seem, they 
are not entirely without sanction by the poet himself. 
For example, in a statement made in reference to this 
poem in 1936, Frost said: 
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This has some t h ing to do with the ••• question of 
being understood and not being understood. It 
is one of the great ones in literary criticism. 
There is an old school of e,r·t tha t insists on the 
right to be entirely misunderstood by everybody. 
Some s ay we must insist tha t we write for no 
audience at all. There must be an audience, an 
audience invisible, a blend ·of all the interesting 
people whom I have dealt with.4 
This t a lk about audiences and criticism is difficult to 
rela te t o the poem unless we will admit some link with 
Frost 's own paet1c career. The poet ha s chosen, we recog-
nize, an artistic route which others have a voided in the 
recent past. He has chosen to write the kind of poetry 
tha t can be understood within the older traciition.. At 
the start of :Brost 1 s care er, the. new poetry v:e.s largely 
represented by the Imagist group, whose tenets included 
a gres,t many st atements about the triteness and decadence 
of the tradition. Their attitude tended in the direction 
of rebellion. Frost's attitude 1 v.s exemplified by his 
avoidance of free verse and the extremisms of the age, 
ha s b.een to renew and vitalize t he forms which already 
existed. When the others fled into artistic separatism, 
Frost decided to bring abo ut a reform from within. 
He found that, beneath the scattered leaves, the roads 
of the past were still as firm a s ever. 
4 Regine.ld L. Cook, IIRobert :b.,rost 1 s Asides on His 
Poetry,u American Litera ture, XIX (January, 1948), 358. 
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By the time he offers New Hampshire (1923) for 
publication, Robert Frost has become even more sure 
of his progress along the road of poetry. With three 
collections and miscellaneous other works behind him, 
he shows a sense of his artistic importance.5 Nithout 
being at all egotistical, he seems to acknowledge the 
world's interest in his viewpoints on art and other 
subjects. In the title poem of New Hampshire and in 
other works in the same volume, he presents various 
autobiographical remarks, philosophical conjectures, 
political and social opinions, and most important from 
the viev~oint of this study, artistic comments and dis-
closures. Where these disclosures are made most 
directly and self-consciously, as in the above-
mentioned title p oem, there may be a slight drop in 
the poetic quality of the writing. 6 Where these dis-
5 ! Way Out was produced in 1919 at the Academy 
of Music in Northampton, Mas sachusetts. In this play 
of questionable merit (in prose), Asa Gorrill, a 
miserly old recluse, is made the dupe of a cle~er 
criminal who poses as Gorrill to escape the law. See 
RobertS. Newdick, 11Robert Frost and the Dramatic, 11 
New England Quarterly, X (June, 1937), 265-266. 
6 If Aim6e Mardenborough had based her indict-
ment of Robert Frost's later work up on this artistic 
consideration, she would still have been wrong. But 
she would have been less wrong than in her lament at 
Frost's supposed moral degeneration. See "Robert Frost: 
the Old and the New," Catholic World, CLXVIII ( December, 
1948), 232-236. Lawrance Thompson is correct in find-
ing Frost a partial failure in his longer satires, 
especially "New Hamp shire 11 (Fire and Ice, p. 156). 
closures are presented symbolically, as in 11Maple," 
11 The .Axe-Helve," 11 The Aim Was Song, 11 11 For Once, Then, 
Something, 11 11 0ur Singing Strength, 11 etc., the poetic 
quality remains at its _, characteristic high level. 
In ''New Hampshire" Frost says: 
I'm what is called a sensibilitist, 
Or otherwise an environmentalist. (p. 206) 
Fortunately, critics have ·not tried to make of these 
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terms a Frost canon or critical dogma. Frost clarifies 
his meaning sufficiently in subsequent lines, explain-
ing simply that he is one who makes literary capital 
of his maladjustment: 
I refuse to adapt myself a mite 
To any change from hot to cold, from wet 
To dry, from poor to rich, or back a gain. 
I make a virtue of my suffering 
From nearly everything that goes on round me. 
In other words, I know wherever I am, 
Being the creature of literature tha t I am, 
I shall not lack for pain to keep me awa.ke. (p. 206) 
"Sensibility" has been defined as "the capacity f or 
being affected emotionally or intellectually, whether 
' pleasantly or unpleasantly ••• responsiveness, as of a 
plant, thermometer, etc., to changing conditions •••• 
~rchai~ readiness to respond to suffering or to the 
' pathetic."7 Frost is one who responds to his environ-
7 Webster's New World Dictionary, p. 1326. 
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ment creatively ~ ~ho makes art out of life. That 
expla ins the rela tionship of the terms 11 sensibilitist " 
a nd 11 environmentalist.u There i s no implication of 
11 local colorism1 11 as the following lines make clear: 
Samoa ~ Russia, Irela nd, I compl a in of 1 
No less than England, France~ a nd Italy. 
Because I wrote my novels in New Hampshire 
Is no proof tha t I a imed them at New Hampshire. (p. 206) 
As a sy~olist, Frost is i ntere sted in the univensal 
i mplications of the specific. He is a sensibilitist 
or environmentalist in a way vthich Emerson would have 
unders t ood and approved. 
Ve l earn nothing rightly until we l earn the 
symbolical character of life. Day creeps after 
day, ea ch full of facts~ dull, strange, despised 
things , t hat we cannot enough despise--call 
heavy, prosaic, and desert. The time \':e seek 
t o kill: the attention it is elegant to divert 
from things around us. And presently the 
aroused intellect finds gold and gems in one of 
these scorned f acts--then finds tha t the day of 
f a cts is a rock of die.monds; tha t a fe.ct is an 
Epiphany of God.8 
Frost's poetry i s a constant manifesta tion of this 
idea . It 'Q;egins with the environment, with a response 
to the solid facts a nd event s of li fe , and expands 
those f acts symbolical ly into truth. 
8 Ralph WB.ldo Emerson, Selected Pr ose and Poetr y, 
Rinehart Edi tiona ( New Y'ork; Rinehart 1 l95'5T:" p. 212. 
This paragraph is from 11Educc<.t1on.u 
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"New Hampshire" is a treasure trove of other com-
ments on literature and art. Since some of t hese com-
ments shed light obliquely on Frost's symbolism, t hey 
deserve brief comment here. For instance, the ques-
tion of the good and bad points of New Hampshiremen 
leads the poet into remarks which bear on contemporary 
literary extremism. Frost has some ironic barbs t o 
cast in the direction of the super-realists and 
naturalists who lament America's moderately good 
living conditionsT-who apparently feel that literature 
can be produced only in slums, brothels, and political 
prisons; 
••• How are _we to write 
The Russian novel in America 
As long as life goes so unterribly? 
There is the pinch from which our only outcry 
In literature to date is heard to come. 
We get what littl e misery we can 
Out of not having cause for misery. (p. 207) 
Frost was obviously i mpatient with the general 
attitude of these naturalistic extremists, whose aim 
apparently was less truth -t o life than truth to Zola 
and Dostoyevski. Frost has as much regard as any man 
for the facts of life, for the substantial details 
which surround us and constitute our material existence; 
but when these facts are used in literature, Frost 
wants them to be taken from the real world and not from 
other men's books. At the same time, he refuses to 
submerge himself in facts to the point of inundation. 
In the long run, it is the meaning which is most im-
p ortant. To the poet, facts are necessary, but their 
importance lies in their ability to symbolize.9 
Toward the cults of anti-Victorianism and anti-
Puritanism, linked as they usually were with "the 
new school of the pseudo-phallic" (p. 210), Frost 
displays similar ironic displeasure. Again, his 
objection is cert~inly not to what those persons 
might call the facts of life but to the delusion that 
a person must be a 11puke" if he isn't a prude. If 
those are the only two alternatives, says Frost, then 
11me for the hills where I don't have to choose 11 (p. 
210). This is not a declaration of esc.a:p ism but a 
declaration of intellectual independence. In the 
"hills" one can live with the facts of life, with the 
phallic and all other realities, intimately enough ' 
that he doesn't have to associate himself_· with a 
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psaudo-phallic movement to avoid the charge of prudery. 
Frost wants his nature straight, not rationalized. 
In this respect, Frost allies himself rather strongly 
with the romantics and against the elevated rationalism 
9 Cf. Emerson, "The .American Scholar": "Books are 
for the scholar's idle times. When he can read God 
directly, the hour is too precious to be wasted in other 
men's transcripts of their readings" (Selected Prose and 
Poetry, p. 53Y. -
of Matthew Arnold, some of whose words against nature 
Frost puts into the mouth of a dendrophobic Arnoldian 
disciple. Finally, the poet declares his position 
most clearly and emphatically--he would not be prude 
or puke, only himself: 
I'd hate to be a runaway from nature. 
And neither would I choose to be a puke 
Who cares not what he does in company, 
And, when he can't do anything, falls back 
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On words, and tries his worst to make words speak 
Louder than actions, and sometimes achieves it. 
It seems a narrow choice the a ge insists on. 
How about being a good Greek, for instance? 
That cours~, t hey tell me, isn't offeree this year. 
'Come, but this isn't choosing--puke or prude?' 
Well, if I have to choose one or the other, 
I choose to be a plain New Hampshire farmer 
With an income in cash of say a thousand 
(From say a publisher in New York City). 
(pp. 211-212) 
The questions of prude or puke, enemy or friend 
of nature, are related to the question of Frost's sym-
bolic apprqach to poetry. The prude can perhaps be 
compared with a certain type of rationalist, for both 
keep their eyes turned toward the stars and away from 
the everyday dirt of life and nature. The puke, on 
the other hand, grovels so deep to prove he isn't a 
prude tha t he forgets all about the existence of such 
things as stars. Frost r ealizes that man, an earthly 
creature with celestial vision, was meant to be neither 
prude nor puke. His task as man, and even more as 
artist, is to close up the gap between earth and stars, 
to reveal the connection between matter and meaning. 
Frost is a symbolist in the American or Emersonian 
tradition. He utilizes the life about him not as 
the naturalist professes to do but as the Emersonian 
symbolist does. He seeks the meaning behind the fact 
or the experience. He begins with nature and strives 
toward truth. Consciously or not, he follows the 
dictum of Emerson in "The American Scholar'': 
I ask not for the great, the remote, the 
romantic; what is doing in Italy or Arabia; 
what is Greek art, or Proven~al minstrelsy; 
I embrace the common, I expl6re and sit at the 
feet of the familiar, the low. Give me insight 
into today, and you may have the antique and fu-
ture worlds. What would we really know the 
meaning of? The mea l in the firkin; the mil k in 
the pan; the ballad in the street; the news of 
the boat; the glance of the eye; the form and 
the gait of the body;--show me the ultimate 
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reason of these matters; show me the sublime pres-
ence of the highest spiritual cause lurking, 
as always it does lurki in these suburbs and 
extremities of nature. 0 
That is what Frost tries to do in poems like "Into 
My Own," "The Mountain," "After Apple-Picking," 
"Birches," and many others which remain to be discussed. 
He does not find the hidden secret of the universe, 
but he always seeks implication beyond the mere fact 
or event. He is like Emerson in embracing the prin-
ciple of a symbolic world. He is unlike Eme~son in 
being an inductive rather t han a deductive poet. 
Emerson illustrates, while Frost seeks meaning. Emer-
son asserts, while Frost often speculates. 
10 Selected Prose and Poetry, p. 65. 
"St~r in a Stone-Boat" and "The Star-Splitter" 
(both in the New Hampshire collection) can be related 
to the above discussion. The former symbolizes the 
idea that celestial manifestations lurk unrecognized 
among us. A laborer picks up a meteorite, loads it 
onto a stone-dray, and incorporates it into a New 
England wall; he never realizes the celestial origin 
of what he has found. The poet, aware of man's 
frequent failure to recognize the stars which he may 
hold in his hands, goes through life looking downward 
as well as upward: 
It went for building stone, and I, as though 
Commanded in a dream, forever go 
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To right the wrong that this should have been so. 
Yet ask where else it could have gone as well, 
I do not know--I cannot stop to tell: 
He might have left it lying where it fell. 
From following walls I never lift my eye 
Except at night to places in the sky 
Where showers of charted meteors let fly. (p. 24) 
Frost helps us to find the unrecognized implications 
of common facts and events. Under his pen, their ~atent 
potentialities reguicken, and they tug poet and reader 
involuntarily toward rich symbolic meaning: 
Though not, I say, a star of death and sin 
It yet has poles, and only needs a spin 
To show its worldly nature and begin 
To chafe and shuffle in my calloused palm 
And run off in strange tangents with my arm 
As fish do with the line in first alarm. 
Such as it is, it promises the prize 
Of the one world complete in any size 
That I am like to compass, fool or wise. 
(p. 215) 
Of course, Frost is also enchanted, like all of 
us, with the mystery of the stars still aldft. This 
he indicates in his poem '"rhe Star-Splitter." Here, 
in one of the most effective of all his works, he 
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recounts a typical night's vigil with Brad McLaughlin 
and his telescope. Brad had burned down his farmhouse 
to get $600 insurance with which to buy the instrument. 
We spread our two legs as we spread its three, 
Pointed our thoughts the way we pointed it, 
And standing at our leasure till the day broke, 
Said some of the best things we ever said. 
(p. 220) 
But this peeping into space seems to Frost too 
detached from the problems of earth. The telescope 
doesn't really solve any problems, doesn't actually 
reveal anything about the stars. It just splits the 
stars and problems in two, enlarging rather than 
narrowing the mystery of the universe and of man's 
place in it: 
It's a star-splitter if there ever was one 
And ought to do some good if splitting stars 
'Sa thing to be compared with splitting wood. 
We've looked and looked, but after all where are we? 
Do we know any better where we are, 
And how it stands between the night tonight 
And a man with a smokey lantern chimney? 
How different from the way it ever stood? 
(pp. 220-221) 
The stars that the poet finds in a stone wall perhaps 
mean more to him than the double points of light at 
the end of a telescope. His poetry at its best is 
I 
a search for the implications of common things, f or 
starlight beaming out of stone walls. 
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Even though Frost app ears to embrace the Emersonian 
belief that the world is inherently symbo~ic, he does 
not make the mistake of assuming that its meanings are 
easily discovered or easily articulated. Sometimes 
the mere quest for meaning can affect our lives as much 
as actual discove_ry. "Maple," for· example, tells the 
story of a g irl wh ose symbolic name, Maple, "ruled in 
her life 11 in spite of the fact that the meaning "was 
not clear." Given her name by her dying mother at the 
time of birth, Maple early became conscious of the 
strangeness of the appellation and wondered what it 
meant. The search for meaning subtly motivated her 
to emphasize real or fancied resembl ance between herself 
and the maple tree. Even her marriage was brought 
about by a man's c a sual statement that she reminded 
him somehow ·of a maple tree. Since the man who made 
the statement had not known her real name at the time, 
the incident seemed e specially significant. As a result, 
she married the maker of the statement. She and her 
husband sought diligently for the secret of the name, 
but they never quite grasped it: 
They hovered for a moment near discovery, 
Figurative enough to see the symbol, 
But lacking faith in anything to mean 
The same at different times to different people. 
(p. 227) 
Nevertheless, the inexpressible meaning was strangely 
implicit in her life. 
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Meaning is often a marvelously complicated matter. 
Often it is felt or sensed even when it cannot be 
clearly expressed. Occasionally, in fact, the pat 
expression of meaning kills it, reducing the marvelous 
to the platitudinous. The moralist and the sermonizer 
are frequently guilty of this error. Frost, because 
he is a symbolist, avoids it. His poem "For Once, 
Then, Something 11 is a response to those who indict 
him for failing to present unambiguous 11 answers" to 
lifes problems. In this whimsical near-sonnet (15 
lines) Frost defends the sincerity of his symboihj_c 
pursuit of truth and comments on the possible charge 
of excessive concern with his own viewpoints and 
surroundings: 
Others taunt me with having knelt at well-curbs 
Always wrong t o the light, so never seeing 
Deeper down in the well than where the .water 
Gives me back in a shining surface picture 
Me myself in t he summer heaven godlike 
Looking out of a \vreath of fern and cloud puffs. 
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Once, when trying with chin a gainst a well-curb, 
I discerned, as I thought, bey ond the p icture, 
Through the pict ure, a something white, uncertain, 
Something more of the depths--and then I lost it. 
Water came to rebuke the too clear water. 
One drop fell from a fern, and lo, a ripple 
Shook whatever it was lay there at bottom, 
Blurred it, blotted it out. What was tha t whiteness? 
Truth? A Pebble of quartz? For once, then, something. 
\:P• 276) 
On the literal level, this :poem gives an account o£ 
what in the :past must have been a frequent experienca 
for farm dwellers--kneeling to look into the well and 
finding that the reflections from the surface of the 
water :prevent a clear view of the depths, where a 
blurry white object occasionally glistens. The SY-m-
bolic nature of the :poem becomes immediately obvious, 
however. Wells have long been folk symbols of the 
source of truth, insp iration, etc. Light also bears 
well-understood symbolic implications, especially in 
connection with religion and learning. The a ct of 
kneeling at a well-curb suggests the act of kneeling 
at an altar-rail during some type of worship ritual. 
Here, then, we have a picture of a suppliant at the 
well of truth. His quest is hindered, however (as 
the taunters say), by his own surf~ce-re£lection 
with the sky as background. The word 11 godlike 11 is 
significant, implying :perhaps that the :poet has been 
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accused of overweening pride and e~essive self-concern. 
\Vhen he peers for truth, all he sees is the image of 
his own. egotism. The irony, of course, is that Frost 
is much less deserving of such criticism than others 
of our time, including especially T. S. Eliot. 
With an almost audible chuckle, the poet writes of 
one occasion when he did get a glimpse of something 
white at the bottom of the well, something that he 
couldn't quite define. Whether it was truth or not 
he doesn't know, but at least it was something. That 
may be more than one could say for the intangible 
abstractions dreamed up by certain other poets of our 
time. Frost is sincere in his search for meaning. He 
refuses to say he has found answers when all he has 
glimpsed is intimations or hopes. 11 
11 Daniel G. Hoffman has written an interesting 
explication of this poem. "What was behind the 'shin-
ing surface picture'?" he asks. "Was it a revelation 
of the Platonic absolute, or merely the insignificant 
reality of a whitened stone? If it was 'truth,' then 
his own· godlike image is at once made insignificant, 
for it stands between himself and the essential real-
i t y ; the only reason for seeing it is to see beyond 
it. But if what he saw was merely a pebble of quartz, 
his own 'shi!'~:tng surface picture' becomes essential 
then because it represents the greatest truth he can 
see; beyond himself there lies no realm of ideas, but 
merely things. 
"Which did he see? He professes not to know, 
but Frost has hidden hints within the poem which per-
haps will help us to decide. In the first place, 
others taunt him; he did not taunt himself with these 
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A f ev: of the other poems in ~ Hampshire may 
a lso have artistic i mplications. 11 The Axe-Helve, u 
for insta nce, suggests the artistic goal of uncover-
ing by art the form already inherent in the ma terial. 
Frost's French Canadian neighbor tea ches him 
••• tha t the l ine s of a good helve 
Were native to the grain before the knife 
Expressed them , and its curves were no false curves 
Put on it from without. (p. 230) 
Tha t is a nother way of expressing Emerson 's i dea of 
the 11 metre-making argument. 11 11 The Aim was Songu ca n 
be i nterpreted a s a lesson in wha t art really is. 
Nature supplies the ma terial a nd the processes. hlan 
t ake s t he se things into himself and, in a sense, meJ'l: es 
nature awe.re of wha t she is for: 
Me-n carne to tel l it [the wind ] whs.t was wrong: 
It hadn't found the place to blow, 
I t blew too hard--the aim ~·ms song. 
And listen--how it ought to goJ (p. 274) 
The idea of carrying a process of perfection beyond 
the high point and so into decli ne is suggested in 
liThe Grindstone u (pp. 232-234). This may bEtve something 
to do v:i th knowing when to bring a poem to a con-
elusion . Frost knows enough to stop a s soon e.s the 
perplexities. Perhaps ea rly cr·i tics found his verse 
too individualistic, too preoccupied with his own re-
a ctions. But is tha t really reprehensible? What 
happened when he a lmost se.w beyond himself? 1 Water 
came to rebuke the too clear water. 1 Now we see the 
forcefulness of tha t line . Nature herself, with her 
most fragile weapon--a single dewdrop from a fern--
prevented him from penetra ting to the core of the 
original poetic commitment has been fulfilled. 
One last poem from New Hampshire will suffice 
to conclude this discussion of Frost's artistic 
consciousness in this period of his early maturity. 
''Our Singing Strength," which provided Alfred 
Kreymborg with a title for his well-known study of 
American poets, has been interpreted by that critic 
as "symbolical of the wintry conditions American 
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poets have had to contend with throughout our history."12 
Snow is the main symbol, recalling poems like "Storm 
Fear," "Snow," and others. It suggests once again 
forces which are opposed to the survival of life 
values. In this case, the values are those associated 
with the art of poetry. The birds of this poem may 
represent the nation's poets--its singing strength--
who have only lately begun to thrive as a result of 
the decline of anti-aesthetic forces which dominated 
earlier American culture. The late-spring snowstorm 
may represent one last desperate blow struck by these 
world. He has seen as much as ariy man can see, though 
mystics may believe they have seen more. Once, the 
world of appearances opened before him; then he all 
but lost his selfhood to experience another reality. 
Whatever that real]ity was he cannot know, but to have 
been made aware of another realm of being, though, is 
something" (Explicator, IX, November, 1950, item 17). 
12
"'1l.he Fire and Ice of Robert Frost," Our Singing 
Strength (New York: Coward McCann, 1929), p7'325. 
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declining forces against the new poets of the nation. 
As a result, the nation's "singers" are temporarily 
driven together in the road, the only place where the 
snow has failed to cover the ground completely. Poetry 
in our century has hardly been a popular medium, and 
in the face of apathy, coldness, or overt opposition 
the poets have occasionally found themselves forced 
into mutual admiration societies or into the ruts of 
much-scorned commercialism. Admittedly, it would be 
unwise to press this interpretation too far, but at 
the same time it seems unwise to ignore it. The title, 
"Our Singing Strength," plus these significant-sounding 
lines at the end of the poem, sugge s t import beyond 
the merely pictorial: 
Well, something for a snowstorm to have shown 
The country's singing strength thus brought together, 
That though repressed and moody with the wea ther 
Was none the less there ready to be freed 
And sing the wild flowers up from root and seed. 
(p. 258) 
The Dark Wood 
-----
The symbolic strains of woods, snow, falling leaves, 
walls, etc., emerge here and there in Mountain Interval 
and New Hampshire. These are like echoes from the past 
t hat have suffered t he strange alteration of time. The 
dark wood symbol, for example, occurs incidentally 
in several poems and very prominently in at least 
one. In "The Road Not Taken" we see the traveler 
choosing a pathway through the now yellowing wood, -
calling to mind by way of contrast that earlier 
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poetic excursion into an imagined forest of infinity. 13 
In "Christmas Trees" (pp. 132-134) we see the poet-
farmer refusing to sell his evergreens--"my woods"--
to the Christmas-tree speculator as he might resist 
submitting his personal integrity to "the trial by 
market everything must come to" (p. 132). With the 
elderly wife of "In the Home Stretch," we stand before 
the kitchen sink in the old farmhouse and look out the 
window toward the darkness of nearby woods. The view 
signifies the retired couple's shrunken prospects, the 
diminished thing that life has become because of 
age and isolation. By the woman's answer to the 
question about what she sees out the window, we under-
stand that the trees symbolize for her the last great 
withdrawal toward which this country retirement has 
been a significant step: 
'Rank weeds that love the water from the dishpan 
More than some women like the dishpan, Joe; 
A little s t retch of mowing-field for you; 
Not much of that until I come to woods 
l3 Compare "Into My Own," P• 5. 
That end all. And it's scarce enough to cal l 
A view.' (p. 14-0) 
"Birches" gives us the .familiar line about life's 
resemblance, in times o.f great difficulty, to a 
"pathless wood/ Where your face burns and tickles 
with the cobwebs ••• " (p. 153). "An Encounter" p r e-
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sents the reactions of a man who, weary and overheated 
with groping through swamps of cedar, comes suddenly 
upon a string of telephone wires--reminders of 
social influences even in the ismlation o.f the dark 
wood (p. 158). 
"The Hill Wife 11 a.f.fords an excellent example of 
Frost's application of the dark wood symbol to a 
dramatic situation. In this poem, a wi.fe dwelling on 
a lonely farm with her busy husband becomes more and 
more lonely, more and more introverted, until the 
loneliness is transmuted into a psychosis. Early 
mani.festa tions are a fear of the dark house, susp icion 
about the smile on the face of a beggar as he receives 
his dole, and an irrational dream-fear o.f the pine tree 
which seems to grope malevolently toward the woman's 
bedroom window. The dark wood symbol is utilized by 
Frost in depicting the woman's gradual withdrawal 
from the real world into the unapproachable privacy of 
insanity: 
And once she went to break a bough 
Of black alder. 
She strayed so far she scarcely heard 
Vfuen he called her--
And didn't answer--didn't speak--
Or return. 
She stood, and then she ran and hid 
In the fern. 
He never found her, though he looked 
Everywhere, 
And he asked at her mother's house 
Was she there. (p. 162) 
This poem hardly seems to be the tale of a woman who 
wandered away into the woods and got lost. It seems 
rather to be a symbolic account of a human being's 
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break with reality, a psychotic flight into her own 
world. Although the dark wood can on occasion symbolize 
death, here death is specifically ruled out by the 
poet's concluding whimsy on the words of the marriage 
ceremony--till death do us part. The poem ends, 
And he learned of finalities 
Besides the grave. (p. 162, italics mine)14 
Nattme's call ·to . the human spirit ' seems ·to have sym-
belie overtone's in the final poem of Mountain Interval, 
"The Sound of the Trees." The wildly blowing trees 
draw the poet away from social responsibilities into 
a great lonely adventure. Perhaps some such call, 
14 Lawrance Thompson fully recognizes the psycho-
logical terrors which affect the lonely woman in this 
poem, although the dark wood symbolism does not occur 
to him. See Fire and Ice, p. 118. 
supported by the lonely domestic situation, was 
operative in the hill wife's psychotic escape: 
My feet tug at the floor 
And my head sways to my shoulder 
Sometimes when I watch trees sway, 
From the window to the door. 
I shall set forth for somewhere, 
I shall make the reckless choice 
Some day when they are in voice 
And tossing so as to scare 
The white clouds over them on. 
~u~h~l~h~~Ieb!e:~n~~ (~:'195) 15 
Snow and Storm 
14-5 
Snow and storm, employed symbolically rather than 
pictorially, continue to play important roles in 
Mountain Interval and New Hampshire. In "An Old 
Man's Winter Night," for example, the snow and ice of 
winter are subtly symbolic of the intangible forces 
that work relentlessly a gainst human life. The 
frosty window pane, the snow on the roof, and the 
icicles ranged like teeth along the eaves are besieging 
the lonely house and its occupant even as a greater 
spiritual coldness seems to be moving in upon his 
l5 "Stopping by Woods" (p. 275), from New Hampshire, 
is another exa,mple of the dark wood symbolism. It has 
received the approval of poetry-lovers everywhere not 
simply because it is a delightful picture of a man and 
a horse in a snowstorm. As suggested in chapter I, the 
appeal of this poem lies in its capacity to te~se us 
out of thought, to carry our minds above the literal 
into the realm of symbolic possibility. 
heart. The dimness of the lamp which the old man 
holds, his consignment of the external world to the 
light of the broken moon, and his final resignation 
to sleep have auxiliary symbolic possibilities which 
cause the following lines to scintillate with impli-
cation: 
A light he was to no one but himself 
Where now he sat, concerned with he knew what, 
A quiet light, and then not even that. 
He consigned to the moon, such as she was, 
So late-arising, to the broken moon · 
As better than the sun in any case 
For such a charge, his snow upon the roof, 
His icicles along the wall to keep; 
And slept. (p. 135) 
The old man alone in the empty house, beset by the 
isolating instruments of 11 winter-death, 11 suggests 
the possible fate of all of us in a world where 
spiritual values fade and materialism freezes its way 
into the very center of existence. The apprehensive 
doubt of 11Storm Fear;" where the family unit still 
upheld the warmth of human values, has degenerated 
into a desperate resignation. 16 
Two poems of New Hamushire, however, utilize the 
storm symbol a little more hopefully, "The Onset" and 
11 The Runaway." In the first stanza of ''illhe Onset" 
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16 The long poem 11Snow" (pp. 180-194), in Mountain 
Tnte;sval, makes symbolic use of a snowstorm. 'rhe Racker 
preaaher gets the same kind of pleasure from fi ghting 
the blizzard that he gets from fighting the Devil. For 
him the blizzard symbolizes evil. 
the stress is on the funereal aspects of winter. A 
parallel is drawn between the sudden coming of the 
snow and the unexpected visitation of death: 
Always the same, when on a fated night 
At last the gathered snow lets down as white 
As may be in dark woods, and with a song 
It shall not make again al~ winter long 
Of hissing on the yet uncovered ground, 
I almost stumble looking up and round, 
As one who overtaken by the end 
Gives up his errand, and lets death descend 
Upon him where he is, with nothing done 
To evil, no important triumph won, 
More than if life had never been begun. (p. 278) 
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Significant, it seems, are the words fated and hissing 
.(bearing a serpentine connotation) in association with 
death and ~· Compare the fi gure of the fleeing 
serpents in the second stanza, where the precedent of 
ever-returning spring slightly alleviates the dark 
doubts of "Storm Fear": 
And I shail see the snow all go down hill 
In water of a slender April rill 
That flashes tail through last year's withered brake 
And dead weeds, like a disappearing snake. (p. 278) 
In this poem, as in several others previously discussed, 
the color white appears to be employed symbolically 
to stress the ambiguity of good and evil. Early in 
the poem, it is the color of the threatening snow. 
Later, whiteness is associated with the hopeful aspects 
of nature (birches), society (houses), and religion 
(the church) : 
Nothing will be left white but here a birch, 
And there a clump of houses with a church. 
(p. 278) 
11The Runaway" gives us the picture of a young 
Morgan colt that has run off in terror at the sight 
148 
of the season's f irst snowstorm. Too young to realize 
that the precedent is all on his side and against the 
permanence of the apparent wi nter-death, he desperately 
••• comes again with clatter of stone, 
And mounts the wall a gain with whited eyes 
And all his tail t hat isn't hair up straight. 
( p . 273) 
This, according to Mark Van Doren, 
••• is a perfect picture, merely on the level of 
photography, of a young colt escaped from its 
mother in a snowstorm. It is also, though there 
are no words in it which say this, a complete 
reminder of a universe full of young, lost things, 
of a universe in which every creature, indeed, 
lives touchingly and amusingly alone. And there 
is no hum~n being alive who would miss t his in 
the poem. 'I 
The plight of the colt symbolizes the plight of mankind, 
lost in infinities and eternities which he cannot 
comprehend. There are storms in life t hat human 
beings, not yet "winter-broken," cannot see beyond. 
We can't easily be convinced 11 it's only weather. 11 The 
final three lines, in the light of the symbolic parallel 
between colt and man, epitomize mankind's reiterated 
indictment of the ruler of the universe: 
' Whoever it is tha t leaves him out so late, 
l7 11 The Per manence of Robert Frost," The American 
Scholar, V (Spring , 1936), 196. 
When other creatures have gone to stall and bin, 
Ought to be told to come and take him in.' 
(p. 273) 
Van Doren's final comment on this poem deserves 
quotation here~ "The Runaway," he declares, is 
••• one of the most ingenious exercises in 
Symbolism produced by any poet during half 
a c~ntury,.whether in France, in England, 
or ~n .Am.er~ca.l.8 
Miscellaneous Themes and Symbols 
The people in Frost's poems are sometimes con-
14-9 
firmed symbolists themselves. They utilize the mater-
ial world to symbolize principles and ideas, thereby 
becoming practitioners of the "heuristic" method 
used by Frost. So in "The Bonfire," a father (like 
Frost with his own children) employs the firing of a 
heap of brush to symbolize for his dhildren the fear-
fulness of war, which some men suppose they can touch 
off and put out at will. The symbolic bonfire shows 
the fallacy of this view, and the children sense the 
meaning without, perhaps, being able to articulate it 
in words. 19 In "Snow, 11 the Racker preacher lives his 
18 11 The Permanence of Robert Frost, 11 p. 196. 
l9 Frost understands the evil of war, its tendency 
to sweep out of control, its grief, its destruction of 
human potentialities. He lost friends in war, including 
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life by symbols, as he demonstrates to the Coles 
with whom he has stopped for a short respite. Whether 
the upright page of a book falls forward or backwards 
is meaningful to him in determining the course of his 
life. The above-mentioned preacher, the wife of "In 
the Home .:Stretch,u the young lovers of 11The Generations 
of Men," the couple in "West-Running Brook"--these and 
other Frost characters are symbolists by nature. They 
read the t~ngible world like a book, interpreting from 
its pages the intangible truths of existence or employ-
ing the tangible world to teach such truths to others. 20 
one of his best, Edward Thomas. See Eleanor Farjeon, 
uEdward Thomas and Robert Frost,u London Magazine, I 
(May, 19.54), 50-61. See also Frost's 11To E. T., 11 
Collected Poems 194-9, p. 271; uA Soldier," p. 332; 
"Not to Keep," p-:-2'S4. Concerning Frost's attitude 
toward war, consult Robert S. Newdick, rrRobert Frost 
Looks at War," South Atlantic Quarterly, XXXVIII 
{January, 1939), 52-59; and Bernard C. Clausen, "A 
Portrait for Peacemakers,u Friends' Intelli~encer, 
CI (January 29, 194-4-), 71-72. The latter a vises 
peacemakerS3 to "learn a little patience from Robert 
Frost." Patience and mercy are partial themes, too, 
of Robert Frost's "A Masque of Mercy,rr which came 
along during the wild revenge trials after World 
War II. 
20 Although it is not directly on the subject of 
Frost as a symbolist, it would be in order at this 
point to mention the evidence of Frost's sense of 
evil at this -stage of his career. Occasionally pne 
he~rs the comment that Frost is deficient in such 
a sense. The absurdity of this idea is thoroughly 
demonstrated by poems like 11 'Out, Out-- 1 " and "The 
Vanishing Red," in which evil is given as stark a 
presentation as one could find in all English liter-
ature. 
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One poem from this period has become almost a 
Frost "theme song." "Birches," from Mountain Interval, 
is certainly an excellent p oem and one which is in 
most respects typical of the author. It ·is a good 
demonstration of Frost's symbolic technique at its 
most obvious. The act of climbing to the top of a 
"bircby bender" (as Eastern Massachusetts children used 
to refer to such trees) and then swinging back to 
earth is emblematic of the poet's basic attitude toward 
life. The climb paral·lels what Frost has, in another 
' 21 
work, called the "strategic retreat"--the withdrawal 
for preservation's and meditation's sake. The poem 
offers first a concrete picture of the bent birches, 
then a factual discussion of possible causes, and 
finally suggests the symbolical possibilities. Thus 
we are transported from the actual birches to the 
speculative topi~of death and immortality: 
So was I once myself a swinger of birches. 
And so I dream of going back to be. 
It's when I'm weary of considerations, 
And life is too much like a pathless wood 
Vrhere your face burns and ticlles with the cobwebs 
Broken across it, and one eye is weeping 
From a twig's having lashed across it open. 
I'd like to get away from earth awhile 
And then come back to it and begin over. 
May no fate willfully misunaerstand me 
And half grant what I wish and snatch me away 
Not to return. Earth's the right place for love: 
21 
"A Drumlin Woodchuck" (p. 365). 
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I don't know where it's likely to go better. 
I'd like to go by climbing a birch tree, 
And climb black branches up a snow-white trunk 
Toward heaven, till the tree could bear no more, 
But dipped its top and set me down again. 
That would be good both going and coming back. 
One could do worse than be a swinger of birches. 
(p. 153) 
Of course, Frost has been asked to comment on this 
well known poem and on the whole question of his 
supposed escapism. He denies that any such motive 
has influenced his life or his poetry. He explains 
the frequent misconception as follows: 
No, my life..: has been the pursuit of a 
pursuit. Not a retreat. Near the beginning of 
Bunyan's book Pilgrim says, "I think I see it," 
and the rest of the book is the search. Escape 
may be the opposite: attack. Every man's life 
is a wreaking of himself upon something or some-
one. His base of operations is a personal matter. 
The only thing, the big thing, for us all is 
attack, ••• finding something we have to take by 
the throat. 
If you draw back far enough to strike a 
blow they say "escape." (A poem must hav:e a 
point like a joke, p~int and thrust.) If you 
draw off it's because you have a longer spear, 
perha~s. (It's like a boy and the running broad 
jump.) My weapon's a lance and I have to ba~k up 
to use it right. The dirk is a city weapon. 2 
As a soldier must draw aside from the battle in order 
to understand it, so a poet must draw at times .to one 
side of life. He must "get away from earth awhile" 
22 Robert Frost, as quoted by Hyatt H. Waggoner, 
"The Humanistic Idealism of Robert Frost," American 
Literature, XIII (November, 1941), 222, from Amos 
Wilder, The Spiritual Aspects of the New Poetry (New 
York .:-and LondOn, 1946), pp. 33=?4-. - --
to see existence more meaningfully. 
"The Census-Taker" might be looked upon as a 
special kind of "wasteland11 :poem. The narrator, sent 
out to count souls, finds fewer and fewer to count, 
and at last none at all: 
The melancholy of having to count souls 
~Ihere they grow fewer and fewer every year 
Is extreme where they shrink to none at all. 
It must be I want life to go on living. (:p. 217) 
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11Wild Grapes," an anecdote about a little girl ' ·s· capture 
by a birch tree that her brother has bent down for her 
to grasp, leads our thinking once again to the old 
:problem of human reluctance to let go: 
I had not taken the first step in knowledge; 
I had not learned to let go with the hands, 
As still I have not learned to with the heart. 
(p. 243) 
't)n a Tree Fallen Across the Road" (p. 296) becomes a 
symbolic affirmation of the innate purpose hidden in 
human life, a purpose which may suffer temporary 
obstruction but which cannot be blocked. 11 Good-by 
and Keep Cold 11 (p. 281) is more than a simple fare-
well to an orchard in the fall. It is a symbolic 
embodiment of the idea that there are some things that 
man can do nothing about, that "something has to be 
left to God." 
"Two IJook at Two, 11 a poem about two lovers who 
exchange stares with a buck and a doe across a 
mountainside stone wall, bears symbolic implications 
of delicate subtlety. The wall here seems to sym-
bolize the barrier between the human and the animal 
worlds. It is a barrier over which the lovers can 
look but beyond which they cannot proceed without 
great jeopardy. The lovers, the poem hints, have 
gone as far in their love as the sanctions of human 
society permit: 
Love and forgetting might have carried them 
A little further up the mountainside 
With night so near, but not much further up. 
They must have halted soon in any case 
With thoughts of the path back, how rough it was 
With rock and washout, and unsafe in darkness. 
(p. 282) 
Although there is a strong sense of kinship between 
the two human lovers and the animals beyond the wall, 
the barrier is forbidding and final, signifying "the 
way they must not go.u23 
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23 This poem is from the New Hampshire collection. 
Mountain Interval contains at least two poems that 
make specific mention of walls. One, nA Time To Talk," 
hardly appears to be symboli~. 11 The Cow in Apple Tim.e 11 
may be hinting at the mending-wall theme when it says: 
Something inspires the only cow of late 
To make no more of a wall than an open gate, 
And think no more of wall-builders than fools. 
(p. 157) 
To conclude this discussion of Mountain Interval 
and New Hampshire and at t h e same time to prepare the 
way for the main theme of the next subsequent book, 24 
we should perhaps examine the new element that Frost 
has introduced into his sic transit mood. In! Boy's 
Will, a melancholy, romantic lament for mortal things 
predominated, but the stress was upon the non-human 
world. In North of Boston, human beings replace the 
falling leaves in such poems as "The Death of the 
Hired Man," "Home Burial," "A Servant to Servants," 
"After Apple-Picking," and "The Self-Seeker." 
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Mountain Interval continues the ·dramatic representation 
of human beings facing the inevitable decay, but now 
there is less emphasis upon the pathos of their plight 
than upon their remarkable stoicism (one might even 
say quiet heroism) in facing up to the exigencies of 
their diminished lives. The new emphasis is manifest 
in "In the Home Stretch," where an aged couple consider 
the differences that isolation and retirement make in 
their life. We see an even crueller sample of this 
in "An Old Man's Winter Night," previously discussed. 
The old lament seems to have become a poignant question: 
How can human beings cope with the inevitable? What 
24 West-Running Brook. 
actions, what philosophies, can fortify the human 
spirit and maintain life's values? Two short poems 
of Mountain Interval may represent a symbolic attempt 
to deal with the problem or at least to frame the 
question clearly. The first, "Hyla Brook," describes 
one of those New England streams that flourishes in 
springtime but becomes a waterless leaf-trap in mid-
summer. Once the habitat of a myriad of hylas that 
••• shouted in the mist a month ago, 
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Like ghost of sleigh-bells in a ghost of snow (p. 149), 
this stream is by July "a brook to none but who 
remember long." The problem in Frost's mind concerns 
the worth of the "brook" now that it has degenerated 
so far from what it once was. The next poem in the 
collection actually puts the question into words: 
There is a singer everyone has heard, 
Loud, a mid-summer and a mid-wood bird, 
Vfho makes the solid tree trunks sound again. 
He says that leaves are old and that for flowers 
Mid-summer is to spring a s one to ten. 
He says the early petal-fall is past 
When pear and cherry bloom went down in showers 
On sunny days a moment overcast; 
And comes that other fall we name the fall. 
He says the highway dust is over all. 
The bird would cease and be as other birds 
But that he knows in singing not to sing. 
The question that he frames in all but words 
Is what ·to make of a diminished thing. (p. 150) 
The lamentation of the earlier sic transit poems is 
now a practical and a philosophical problem: what to 
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make of ~ diminished thing? This is, of course, one 
of the great problems of philosophic and religious 
history. It is the problem with which Yeats was con-
cerned in "Sailing to Byzantium" and other works. It 
is the. problem with which Frost begins to grapple 
rather seriously in West-Running Brook. It motivates 
the religio-philosophic quest which dominates all of 
the collections from this point to the present time. 
Frost, who refuses to accept the easy rationalization, 
finds the answer by bits and fragments. Sincere in 
his quest, he refuses to call a pebble of quartz 
"Truth" without fairly thorough convictions. Interestingly 
enough, Frost lead s us eventually back to the "begi nning 
of beginnings" for whatever answer he at last accepts. 
V. CULMINATION: THE WHITE WAVE CONr RARY 
The worst enemy of artistic judgment 
is literal judgment, which is so much 
more obvious, practical, and prompt 
that it is apt to pass its verdict 
before the curious eye has even taken 
in the ·entire form that meets it. Not 
blindness to 11 significant form," but 
blindedness, due to the glaring evi-
dence of familiar things, makes us 
miss artistic, mythical, or sacred_ 
import. 
(Susanne K. Langer, Philosophy in a 
~ ~' p. 215) 
Man's Sense of Littleness and Weakness 
The culmination of Frost's poems of maturity is 
West-Running Brook (1928). This is the most subject-
ive and thoughtful of Frost's books since A Boy's 
Will in 1913. Like A Boy's Will, West-Running Brook 
contains no long dramatic poems. The longest of its 
forty-two pieces is the title work, which bulks a 
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mere three pages. A few very short, almost aphoristic 
pieces represent a type which Frost made more promin-
ent use of in later years. The majority of the poems, 
however, are perhaps most aptly classifiable as 
reflective lyrics. 1 The artistic concerns which were 
so evident in New Hampshire have given away almost 
entirely to the puzzle of life, the riddle of man's 
existence. And yet this volume is not a throwback to 
the romantic melancholy of 1913. There is a fibrous 
quality about these poems of 1928 that was lacking in 
the earlier ones. The sad prospects that the younger 
poet had earlier observed outside himself (largely in 
falling leaves, withered butterfly wings, winter 
storms, and other natural phenomena) have now been 
experienced first-hand. Now in his fifties, the poet 
is still more aware of the passage of time and of the 
effects that it has produced in his life. Conscious 
of reduced flexibility, he guards all the more 
vigilantly against rigidity: 
When I was young my teachers were the old. 
I gave up fire for form till I was cold. 
I suffered like a metal being cast. 
I went to school to age to learn the past. 
Now I am old my teachers are the young. 
What can't be molded must be cracked and sprttng. 
I strain at lessons fit to start a suture. 
I go to school to youth to learn the future. 
(p. 344) 
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1 Lawrance Thompson notices a shift from emotional 
to reflective emphasis in Frost's later poems. The 
accumulation of experience, he says, bring s meaning to 
the forefront: "Then the lyrics which have been emo-
tionally impelled give way to lyrics motivated by wider 
intellectual perceptions" (Fire and Ice. New York: Holt, 
1942, p. 133") # 
It must be emphasized that, throughout his life, 
Robert Frost has been hyperconscious of the a ging 
process. In! Boy's Will he was already hinting at 
the lostness of his youth. North of Boston explored 
the problem of age again and again in poems like 
160 
"The Death of the Hired Man" and "After Apple-P icking." 
The books of early maturity discussed in the preceding 
chapter continue the concern with age, as exemplified 
by poems like "An Old Man's Winter Night," "In the 
Home Stretch," "Nothing Gold Can Stay, 11 "To Earthward," 
etc. In f a ct, Frost's sense of time's pas s age and 
its effect upon human life forms the backdrop for his 
complete poetry. Time is the persp ective that gives 
the individual studies their depth. Time is the type-
foe of life, and the violent forces of society and 
nature (storms, destructive machines, wars, etc.) are 
mere adjuncts and cohorts. The process of decay and 
d eath as a necessary part of creation and renewal is 
fully apparent to Frost, but he never achieves a 
Whitmanesgue optimism about the process. He has 
written no joyful odes to death. Whitman's answer, 
implied in the green grass sprouting from graves and 
in the word hissed by the waves on Paumanok's shore, 
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is unsatisfa ctory to Frost. He must seek further. 
Whitman, like Emerson, was an a priori symbol·ist, 
employing the concrete world largely as evidence of 
what he already believed. The song of the bird always 
tallied the pre-existent song in his soul. In spite 
of his Emersonianism, Frost always looks to the con-
crete world first. He accepts it as a magnificent 
but perplexing symbol, one which must be interpreted 
with extreme caution. 2 He finds in the world no 
final reconcilement, no pat justification of the ways 
of the universe to man and other sentient creatures. 
In West-Running Brook Frost's main theme is the 
reaction of the human spirit to the ravages of mortality, 
whether subtle or violent. Several poems are a devel-
opment of the sic transit theme. "Spring Pools," the 
introductory poem, mildly admonishes the universal pro-
cess according to which the fragile beauties of spring 
must yield to the thirst of summer trees (p. 303). 
This is essentially the argument of 11Nothing Gold Can 
Stay~(P• 272), from the New Hampshire collection. 
2 
"For Once, Then, Something," previously discussed, 
is Frost's own statement of his unwillingness tO. be 
definite about the indefinite. "A Passing Glimpse" 
(p. 311), in West-Running Brook, is another recognition 
of the difficulty of understanding life: "Heaven gives 
its glimpses only to those/ Not in position to look too 
close." 
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11 The Birthplace" (p. 339) pictures the d esolation of 
the aband oned mountainside where, in time past, a 
farmer and his wife had reared a dozen boys and girls. 
In "Hannibal" (p. 334) the poet comments on the 
eternal symbathy of youth for lost causes. "The 
Flower Boat" (p. 335) h ints at the symbolic parallel 
between the decay ing dory, now used as a planter, and 
t h e now garrulous old fisherman who used to take the 
dory to sea. "The Lovely Shall Be Choosers" (pp. 325-
326) emphasizes the subtlety with which unknown adver-
saries .work against us, ironically misleading us into 
thinking that any choice of ours can stave off the 
inevitable. "Yes," say the Voices, "we can let her 
(?hoos~ ap.d still triumph." Some poems emphasize 
the blows that life metes out to human beings as they 
grope their way through darkness and confusion. 11 The 
Door in the Dark" (p. 340), "Dust in the Ey es" (p. 
341), 11Bereft" (p. 317), and "Lodged" (p. 315) are 
illustr~tions. Some poems emphasize man's inclination 
to project his moods onto nature as if in fulfillment 
of the human wish to find order and harmony in the 
universe. 11A Minor Bird" (p. 316) shows the poet's 
awareness that the apparent sadness of the bird's song 
is at least partly due to projection. 11 The Freedom 
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of the Moon" (p. 304) shows a man indulging the 
illusion that the moon is his own toy, to be moved about 
at will. 11Tree at My Window" (p. 318) expresses a 
melancholy kinship between the storm-tossed trees 
outside and the storm-tossed soul of the poet in the 
black of night. The indefinable sense of foreboding 
originally expressed in "Storm Fear," where snow was 
the primary symbol, is now re-echoed in "Once by the 
Pacific 11 (p. 314-), but the snow has been replaced by 
a driving tempest t hreatening to batter down the 
protective cliffs, and inundate the land. There is 
a force even harder to dam b.ack than the passion of 
the sea, however; and this force is far more destructive 
than salt water: 
Blood has been harder to dam back than water. 
Just when we t h inlc we have it impounded safe 
Behind new barrier walls (and let it chafe!), 
It breaks away in some new kind of slaughter~ 
We choose to say it is let loose by the devil; 
But power of blood itself releases blood. 
It goes by might of being such a flood 
Held high at so unnatural a level. 
I t will have outlet, brave and not so brave. 
Weapons of war and implements of peace 
Are but the points at which it finds release. 
And now it is once more the tida l wave 
That when it has swept by leaves summits stained. 
Oh, blood will out. It cannot be contained. 
("The Flood; 11 p. 323) 
And all these powers are ranged a gainst mankind. 
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Against the massiveness of the foe, the seeming 
indifference or malice of the universe, man stands as 
an apparently little thing , a shadowy figure seeking 
beauty among the towering trunks of trees whose leaves 
reach out into the light. Robert Frost has stood 
thus among dark trunks and perceived the experience 
as symbolic of man's position in the universe: 
As vain to raise a voice as a sigh 
In the tumult of free leaves on high. 
vVhat are you in the shadow of trees 
Engaged up there with the light and breeze? 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
You grasp the bark by a rugged pleat, 
And look up small from the forest's feet. 
The only leaf it drops goes wide, 
Your name not written on either side. 
You linger your little hour and are gone, 
And still the woods sweep leaf ily on, 
Not even missing the coral-root flower 
You took as a trophy of the hour. 
("On Going Unnoticed," p. 309) 
Here is the dark wood symbol with a difference, but 
still with the connotation of awesome immensity and 
eternity in which the individual's littleness and 
transitoriness fall away to nothingness. What are 
mortal creatures in the shadow of the great impersonal 
everlasting? How pathetic seem t hese creatures which, 
like fireflies in a garden, flit about emulating stars, 
flashing their minute lights in petty striving to be 
what they cannot be: 
That though they never equal stars in size, 
(And they were never really stars at heart) 
Achieve at times a very star-like start. 
Only, of course, they can't sustain the part. 
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("Fireflies in the Garden," p. 306: 
These suggestive lines reinforce Frost's statement 
that he has "been one acquainted with the night" (p. 
324). He has looked with sympathy upon the firefly's 
littleness and v.ri th a kind of resignation upon the 
implacable stars which the fireflies emulate. He has 
looked up by chance at the constellations and seen 
them as symbols of indifference rather than of provi-
dence: 
You'll wait a long, long time for anything much 
To happen in heaven beyond the floats of cloud _ 
And the Northern Lights that run like tingling 
nerves. ("On Looking Up By Chance 
at the Constellations, 11 p. 346) 
Looking away from the fireflies and the stars, Frost 
finds a caged bear symbolic of another asp ect of man's 
situation in the universe, caught between two infinities 
and two philosophies: 
He paces back and forth and never rests 
The toenail click and shuffle of his feet, 
The telescope at one end of h is beat, 
And at the other end the microscope, 
Two instruments· of nearly equal hope, 
And in conjunction g iving quite a spread. 
Or if he rests from scientific tread, 
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'Tis only to sit back and sway his head 
Through ninety odd degrees of a~c 1 it seems , 
Between tvvo metaphysical extremes. 
('The Bear," p. 347) 
Even ma.n 1 s own creations, looked at superficia lly1 
seem to dwarf him and drown o.ut his feeble voice, as 
the locomotive symbol in "The Egg and the Machine 1i 
(p. 349) implies. 
This rather pessimistic view of man 1 s plight 
might represent the nea..r de spair which must precede 
all serious spiritual quests. It was necessary that 
the Inferno should preeede the Paradiso and that 
11 The We.s te Land " should prepare the way for "Ash 
Wednesday. 11 Perhaps the despera te naturalism of 
Cra ne • s uThe Open Boa t u was e. necessary forerunner 
of the more positive naturalism of Hemingway's The 
3 -
Old Man and~~· Similarly, Frost seems to face 
the world 1 s despair as a station along the route towE~..rd 
3 In Crane's work, the symbolism empha sizes the 
indifference of t he forces of the universe toward 
man. The oiler, who had worked hardest for the ship-
·wrecked group, is drowned. In Hemingway 1 s l ater worlt, 
the picture of a nearly valueless existence is 
allevia ted by a sense of human heroism bred of man's 
battle wi th the forces of the world. There may be 
a slight similarity between Hemingway 's theme and 
that of Frost in uwest-H.unning Brook.u 
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hope and value. 
Man's Inborn Spiritual Resistance 
The discovery of a poet's philosophy of life is 
usually hindered by booby-traps which, unfortunately, 
c a tch not only the "boobies." Fro s t has g iven more 
trouble, it seems, than many another writer. This 
difficulty arises partly as a result of his deceptive 
simplicity and partly as a result of some critics' 
refusal to consider the poems in context. It is 
necessary to read the bulk of Frost's poetry to 
understand the individual poems. When a critic is 
tempted to offer t h is or that poem as the epitome of 
Robert Frost's thought, he should proceed with extreme 
caution. The Bible enthusiast who thinks he finds 
Christianity epitomized in X Book, x Chapter, n verse 
had better be told to turn the page. He p robably hasn't 
read very much. The scholar who pins Frost's mind to 
"Acceptance," "Riders," "New Hampshire, 11 or even 
"West-Running Brook 11 should be advised to look care-
fully at all contraries before making his decision. 
Most scholars, including even Lawrance Thompson, have 
judiciously encircled the marshy area and avoided 
getting stuck. 4 Hyatt H. Waggoner, however, once 
mustered his boldness and leaped squarely onto the 
tuft of 11Acceptance" (p. 313), which he characterized 
as the core of Frost's philosophy and religious 
thought.5 In the opinion of the present writer, he 
landed in an ooze of error and partial truth. 
In "Acceptance," Frost has undertaken to present 
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a parable of com-c1lete surrender, of unreserved letting 
go. Such a state of existence, however, can hardly 
be symbolized through human characners for reasons 
which the subsequent paragraphs will make clear. 
For emblems of total acceptance, the poet must turn 
to nature: 
When the spent sun throws up its rays on cloud 
And goes down burning into the gulf below, 
No voice in nature is heard to cry aloud 
At what has happened •••• (p. 313) 
The ways of the universe--the processes of decline, 
fading and extinguishment, decay and death--are 
symbolized in that suggestive p icture of the "spent 
sun 11 g oing "down burning into the gulf below." The 
4 Fire and Ice is the most comprehensive study 
of Frost so far published. The question of his elusive 
philosophy has been treated rather successfully, 
however, in Esther Robert's unpublished dissertation 
at Boston University CThe Thought in Robert Frost's 
Poetry," 1947) and in Mildred Larson's dissertation 
at New York University School of Education ("Robert 
Frost as Teacher, 11 1949). 
5 "The Humanistic Idealism of Robert Frost, 11 
American Literature, XIII (November, 1941), 221. 
remarkable fact, in the eyes of a human observer, 
is the lack of outcry or protest on the part of 
nature's creatures. The bird, upon reaching his 
nest, is envisioned as g iving hims elf over completely 
into the hand s of whatever force governs the world: 
At most he thinks or twitters softly, ' Safe! 
Now let the night be dark for a ll of me. 
Let the night be too dark for me to see 
Into the future. Let what will be, be.' 
Wa ggoner is right in seeing this as a highly 
effective representation of the philosophy of 
acceptance, but he is wrong in ascribing such a 
philosophy unqualifiedly to Robert Frost. Waggoner 
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has forgotten the old wall over which two looked at 
two. 6 What is right or possible on nature's side of 
the wall is not necessarily right or p oss ible on man's. 
V· a ggoner may have forgotten " Reluctance 11 (p. 43) and 
other poems that celebrate man's distinguishing 
emotional characteristic, his antipathy and resistance 
to mortal decay. 
"West-Running Brook," one of Frost's greatest 
symbolic achievements, presents a culminating view 
of man in h is relationship to the physical universe. 
The use of the term culminating is meant to call 
6 See discussion of "Two Look at Two," pp. 15~-
154 of the p resent study. 
back to the rea der's mind the poet's long concern 
over mortal decay. "West-Running Brook" is built 
around the idea of a back-flowing eddy in a contrary-
flowing brook. The eddy , and to a degree even the 
brook itself, can be viewed as symbols of human 
reluctance to go dovmstream with time. The eddy 
resists the downflow of the brook, and the brook 
itself seems to take the long way around in o~der to 
avoid the oblivion of the sea. But the eddy, the 
white wave contrary , may be more t han a general 
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symbol of reluctance. It may stand for the creativity 
and permanence of the human spirit in its fi ght against 
the stream of destruction and death. 
The young woman in the poem, upon learning of · 
the direction in which the brook flows, names it 
West-Running Brook and compares it to the ¥Oung man 
and herself. Like the brook, they go often by con-
traries, and yet their love brings them at last to 
the same place. Her question, "What are we?" has 
implications bey ond those covered by the man's 
immediate answer. "Young or new?" he queries. But 
obviously the real answer is the poem itself, especially 
the section in which the young man specualtes about 
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the meaning of the white wave.7 
The views express ed by the two people in the poem 
are evidence of their tendency to go by contraries~ 
The woman sees the wave as a friendly confirmation 
of her idea that t hey should be married to the brook: 
We must be something. 
We've said we two. Let's change tha t to we three. 
As you and I are married to each other, 
We '11 both be married to the brook. We '11 build_ 
Our bri~ge across it, and the bridge shall be 
Our arm thrown over it asleep beside it. (p. 327) 
The attitude here expressed is one of' acceptance. 
''We' 11 both be married to the brook" implies the 
woman's willingness to tie their destinies in with the 
westward course of the stream. "To go west," of 
course, is an old-fashioned euphemism for "to die," 
and. it is remotely possible that Frost had this 
connotation in mind (among others) when he wrote. this 
poem. But that the woman in the poem is aware of 
this meaning is unlikely. Rather, she sees in the 
westerly direction of the stream a symbol of its reluc-
tance to yield to the fate of other streams. In New 
England, streams generally flow east to reach the sea. 
7 For an interesting and useful discussion of 
"West-Running Brook" as a love poem, see Lawrance 
Thompson, Fire and Ice, pp. 186-187. Thompson says, 
"Frost gradually projected that sacredness he found 
in his own love, in his own life, outward to the 
sacredness of the source 11 (p. 187). 
That course symbolizes the course of all living 
things, all physical life, downward through time to 
the final mystery--a reabsorbtion of the flesh into 
the oblivion of matter. But this unusual brook runs 
west, as if in defiance of the law of life. 8 
The woman, however, doesn't see far enough. 
Beyond the next bend, or the next, or the next, even 
this stream accepts the destiny of all streams and 
winds somewhere out to sea. The man knows all this, 
but appears at first unwilling to upset the woman's 
peaceful acceptance. He chooses rather to discount 
the woman's playf~ thought that the stream is waving 
to her in special recognition: 
172. 
'That wave's been standing off this jut of shore--' 
(The black stream, catching on a sunken rock, 
Flung backward on itself in one white wave, 
And the white water rode the black forever, 
Not gaining but not losing, like a bird 
White feathers from the struggle of whose breast 
Flecked the dark stream and flecked the darker pool 
Below the point, and were at last driven wrinkled 
In a white scarf a gainst the far shore alders.)9 
8 According to information acquired by the author 
of this study from residents of the Derry region, there_ 
is actually a stream near Derry called West~Running 
Brook. 
9 It must be understood that the parenthetical 
part of the above quotation is not spoken aloud by the 
young man. The parenthesis is largely the poet's stage-
direction, a description to make clear what is being 
discussed. Perhaps, however, it is also the young man's 
symbolic vision of the truth which he expounds later 
in the poem. 
'That wave's been standing off this jut of shore 
Ever since rivers, I was going to say, 
Were made in heaven. It wasn't waved to us.' 
(pp. 327-328) 
In spite of the man's opinion, the woman still sees 
the wave as an "annunciation." The term annunciation 
may of course refer to any announcement or salute, 
but the religious connotations that Christianity has 
attached to the word are hardly avoidable in our 
culture. Since this is an annunciation to a woman, -
we are led to think of what has: become known as the 
Annunciation: Gabriel's announcement to the Virgin of 
the incarnation of Christ. That announcement of the 
incarnation is equivalent to an annunciation of the 
eternal struggle of the human spirit against death. 
Whether Frost consciously had these implications in 
mind, or whether the woman is supposed to be thinking 
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in any such terms, is of course an open question. But 
it is probable that the re~der who understands the 
poem will recognize an appropriateness in the woman's 
term. When she calls the wave an annunciation, she 
is nearer to the young man's viewpoint than she may 
realize. 
The young man sees the wave as symbolic of 
something elemental in human nature: the resistance 
of the human spirit to the universal course of decay: 
Speaking of contraries, see how the brook 
In that white wave runs counter to itself. 
It is from that in water we were from 
Long, long before we were from any creature. 
Here we, in our impatience of the steps, 
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Get back to the beginning of beginnings, 
The stream of everYthing that runs away. (p. 328) 
The "stream of everything that runs away" is the 
normal stream of life. The white wave is a product 
of -resistance to this stream. The young man continues 
by further elucidating the symbolic connection between 
the stream and mortal life. He points out the falsity 
of conceiving life as a thing which, "like a Pirouot/ 
And Pirouette, forever in one place,/ Stands still and 
dances."10 Life does not spin in one place but like 
10 This sounds as if it might be a refutation of 
Yeats' concept of existence as a cyclical thing. Yeats, 
even more than Frost, was concerned about the passage 
of life. This characteristic of Yeats is well expressed 
in the words of Samuel Chew: "He resisted and resented 
the on-coming of old age. In his latest poems there 
is at once a passionate regret for the passing of the 
passionate experiences of youth and at the same time 
an indignant remoteness from the world. The gyre, the 
spiral, and the winding stair are constantly recurring 
symbols of the cyclic philosophy which he had evolved 
from reading and from life" (! Literary Hi$tory .Q.!. 
England, p.l512). In spite of obvious differences, 
Frost and Yeats have many things in common. Perhaps 
a comparative study would be worth the undertaking. 
As noted in other chapters of this study, distinct ref-
erences to Yeats' "Sailing to Byzantium'' occur in A 
Masgue of Reason. Also, Frost was interested in Yeats' 
plays in the early days of his teaching at Pinkerton 
Academy in Derry, N.H., and later at Plymouth. 
the brook flows down to the abyss. The words of the 
man parallel and at the same time qulaify the woman's 
notion about marriage to the brook. We are married 
to it whether we would be or not: 
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It [existenc~ flows beside us in this water brook, 
But it flows over us. It flows between us 
To separate us for a panic moment. 
It flows between us, over us, and with us. 
And it is time, strength, tone, light, life, and love--
And even substance lapsing unsubstantial; 
The universal cataract of death 
That spends to nothingness--and unresisted, 
Save by some strange resistance in itself, 
Not just a swerving, but a throwing back, 
As if regret were in it and were sacred. (p. 329) 
The exigencies of human life are in this, even 
"substance lapsing unsubstantial." But also there i a;; 
"some strange resistance in itself." 
As the brook flows downstream, its very motion 
creates a wave in the opposite direction. As human 
life flows downward toward physical death, its decline 
generates a power in the opposite direction. This 
reverse power, then, is the essence which gives 
spiritual significance to life. This dynamic balance 
is the principle by which the universe operates, each 
fall producing a new rise: 
It has this throwing backward on itself 
So that the fall of most of it is always 
Raising a little, sending up a little. 
Our life runs down in sending up the clock. 
The brook runs down in sending up our life. 
The sun runs down in sending up the brook. 
And there is something sending up the sun. (p. 329) 
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What the last "something" is the young man of the 
poem does not say. Like Frost, he would perhaps 
rather we said it for ourselves. For most readers, 
the spiritual implications will be strong. The stream 
is significantly black and the wave white, suggesting 
the multiple contrasts ordinarily associated with the 
material and the spiritual. The frequency with which 
Frost seems to utilize white as a symbolic color has 
already been noted more than once. Usually, the 
significance of whiteness is somewhat ambiguous. The 
white of snow, for example, suggests the threat of evil 
and death in "Storm Fear" and "The Runaway" but merges 
into the whiteness of spiritual triumph at the end of 
"The Onset,'' where it is the color of birches, houses, 
and the church. In "Design" whiteness recalls the 
horror of Melvillean blankne-ss, while in "Birches" it 
is the color of the trunk which points toward heaven. 
In "West-Running Brook" the white wave is compared to 
a white bird trying to free itself from the clutch of 
black waters. This conflict parallels the struggle 
of the human soul against the destiny of the flesh. 
If there is any validity to this interpretation, then 
it must also be observed that the soul is a product, 
somehow, of the flow of mortality. The struggle goes 
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on without victory or defeat as long as the stre'am 
itself flows. What happens after that,the poem leaves 
unsaid. But there is a suggestion that the struggle 
has been going on from the beginning of time, and in 
such a conflict there is little likelihood of a sudden 
11 end. 
Religious ~ Philosophical Implications 
Speculations such as those above bring up the 
question of Frost's own beliefs as they are expressed 
in the poetry of this period. 12 A few poems of West-
Running Brook bear on this question directly or indirect-
ly. That Frowt is concerned about religious questions 
goes almost without saying. That he is, in his own 
way, definitely religious is thoroughly evident, but 
11 Yvor Winters criticizes Frost for not saying 
enough, not coming up with clear-cut answers. Winters 
feels that Frost has been overrated as a Reer. (Frost, 
of course, never contended thathe was a seer.) Of 
"West-Runnin~ Brook," Winters says: "The theology of 
the passage tthe section beginning "Speaking of con-
traries ••• '~, if we may call it theology, is tenuous 
and incompiete; it is what a certain kind of critic 
would call suggestive, rather than definitive; there 
is, in brief, very little to it." See Winters, 
"Robert Frost: Or, the Spiritual Drifter as Poet," 
Sewanee Re~iew, LVI (Autumn, 1948), 580. 
12 Further consideration will be given to Frost's 
religious beliefs in later chapters. 
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any attempt to relate him to a particular orthodoxy 
would be futile. Concerning the effectiveness of 
religion ~ an institution, he appears highly skeptical. 
Whimsically musing on what he would do were he in 
the position of the Creator of the universe, he says: 
I should be tempted to forget, 
I fear, the Crown of Hule, 
The Scales of Trade, the Cross of Faith, 
As hardly worth renewal. 
For these have governed in our live5, 
And see how men have warr ed. 
The Cross, the Crown, the Scales may all 
As well have been the Sword. (p. 319) 
Hyatt H. Waggoner is perhaps technically right 
when he calls Frost an agnostic, 13 a person "who thinks 
it is impossible to know whether there is a God or a 
future life, or anything beyond material phenomena."14 
But there is a semantic problem regarding the meaning 
of 11 to know 11 as it relates to Frost ' s attitude. If 
"to know" means to have objective, material proof, 
then almost everyone is an agnostic, including Frost. 
But the poet does not talk like an agnostic in "Bereft." 
When nature offers no consolation, the poet's thoughts 
are of God. The old storm symbol is again revived to 
l3 11The Humanistic Idealism of Robert Frost," p. 
221. 
14 Webster's New World Dictionary, p. 28. 
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to signify an increased threat against the man weakened 
by his bereavement. And once again the serpent image 
suggests the evil intent of these threa tening forces: 
Out in the porch's sagging floor, 
Leaves got up in a coil and hissed, 
Blindly struck at my knee and missed. (p. 317)15 
This poem, as grand an expression of the sense of 
loss as one could find in all literature, concludes 
with words which in no way suggest religious doubt: 
Something sinister in the tone 
Told me my secret must be known: 
Word I was in the house alone 
Somehow must have gotten abroad, 
Word I was in my life alone, 
Word I had no one left but God. (p. 317) 
Other poems from the West-Running Brook collection 
inject a strongly deistic note, however. 16 "Riders," 
for example, calls to mind one of Stephen Crane's 
rather bitter poems about the creation of Earth. As 
the planet lay in the launching ways awaiting God's 
finishing toudh, a wrong called. God turned his back 
l5 Compare especially the serpent symbolism of 
"The Onset" (p. 278). 
16 According to Rabbi Leon Spitz, in "Robert 
Frost's Job Drama," American Hebrew, CLVII (September 
12, 1947), 89, Frost is a seeker in the realm of 
spirit, a representative of modern intellectualism 
who does not reject religion and God but who rejects 
orthodox theologies. He is a deist like Jef ferson, 
Lincoln, Emerson, and Thoreau. Spitz specifically uses 
the word deist. 
on his work, a chuck slipped, and away went Earth 
rudderless, destined to wander dizzy paths across a 
17 
trackless sea forever. The angels l aughed. In 
Frost's "Riders ," human birth is depicted as the 
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experience of being mounted bareback upon the earth. 
Huma n beings are infants upon a headless horse. 
Creation is remote and imperfect, and we are now on 
our own. Though life has so f ar proved wild and 
uncontrollable , 11we have ideas yet that we haven't 
triedu (p. 345). An even clearer declaration of a 
deistic viewpoint is presented in nsitting by a 
Bush in Broad Sunlight . 11 As u sual, a concrete 
experience expands into symbolic significance. The 
poet's observation of the incapacity of the sunlight 
to vivify matter leads to the question of the origin 
of life and faith. Although we have never seen 
11 sun-smitten slime" come to lifeJ we s t ill "must not 
be too ready to scoff. u From 8" single II intake of 
fire" all things had their beginning: 
God once declared he was true . 
And then took the veil and withdrew, 
And remember how final a hush 
Then des rended of old on the bush. 
17 See Stephen Crane, 11 Poems from The Black 
Riders, 11 Selected Prose and Poetry, Rinehart Editions 
(New York: Hinenart a nd CD:"", 1950), pp. 215-216 . 
The poem has no title. 
God once spoke to people by name. 
The sun once imparted its flame. 
One impulse persists as our breath; 
The other persists as our faith. (p. 342) 
Whether deistic or not, this faith has a place for 
immortality. Frost's beautiful sonnet to a fallen 
soldier ("A Soldier," p. 332) resorts to the symbol 
of the lance that lies where it expended itself 
a gainst the earth. The poem, here presented in 
full, concludes with an affirmation that could not 
fail to please even Aim~e Mardenborough: 18 
He is that fallen lance that lies as hurled, 
That lies unlifted now, come dew, come rust, 
But still lies pointed as it ploughed the dust. 
If we who sight along it round the world, 
See nothing worthy to have been its mark, 
It is because like men we look too near, 
Forgetting that as fitted to the sphere, 
Our missiles always make too short an arc. 
They fall, they rip the grass, they intersect 
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The curve of earth, and striking, break their own; 
They make us cringe for metal-point on stone 
But this we know, the obstacle that checked 
And tripped the body, shot the spirit on 
Further than target ever showed or shone. (p. 332) 
In the final analysis, Frost's view of life must 
be recognized as complicated and eclectic. Even 
Waggoner's classification of the poet as democrat, 
18 She saw the mature Frost as degenerate and 
cynical. Her views are expressed in "Robert Frost: 
The Old and the New," Catholic World, CLXVIII (December, 
1948), 232"-236. 
humanist, and mystic may not be suf·ficiently broad. 19 
Frost's democracy has no relationship to party, as 
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any reader of his poems can readily see. · He advocates 
democracy as the form of government that affords the 
best opportunity for self-development. · His humanism 
includes a love for the classics and a centralization 
of his interests in the life of human beings. 20 His 
mystici~m is related to his symbolism. Reasoning, 
even scientific reasoning, is a matter of seeing 
metaphorical or symbolic relationships. 21 Symbolism 
is the means by which one strives toward truth. 
According to Mildred R. Larson, Frost will accept the 
appellation of mystic in the above sense. 22 Actually, 
though, one who would systematize Frost's thought 
usually finds himself falling back on the term that 
l9'The Humanistic Idealism of Robert Frost," 
p. 22'J . • 
20 
*is enduring interest in Greek and Roman lit-
erature is discussed by Robert S. Newdick, "Robert 
Frost and the Classics," Classical Journal, X:XXV 
(April, 1940), 403-416. His central interest in man 
is evidenced in the organization of Esther L. Robert's 
doctoral dissertation, "The Thought in Robert Frost's 
Poetry" (Boston University, 1947). 
21 Robert Frost, "The Constant Symbol, 11 The Poems 
of Robert Frost (New York: The Modern Library~946), 
P. xvi. 
22 See the unpublished dissertation (New York 
University School of Education, 1949) by ·Mildred R. 
Larson, "Robert Frost as a Teacher," pp. 173-174. 
was used at the opening of this paragraph: eclectic. 
One of the most thorough studies of his philosophy 
concludes that he combines elements from realism, 
idealism, and pragmatism. This combination is even 
discover able in his attitude toward religion. This 
eclecticism, according to Miss Larson, is not acci-
dental but intentional: 
Some of Frost's eclectic tendencies may be due 
to the fact that he has not had t -he philoso-
pher's interest in trying to harmonize his 
beliefs and to express a fairly consistent 
philosophy. His eclecticism appears to be 
more:: a purposed than a chance result, however. 
His desire to have an unsystematic philosophy, 
his ability and preference for seeing both 
sides of an argument, and his skepticism of 
finding in any one philosophy the correct 
answers to man's questions: all tend to make 
Frost an eclectic. Finding no one philosophy 
which suits him in all details and preferring 
an unsystematic philosophy, Frost picks ideas 
from all philosophies to weave into his own 
philosophy.23 
The primary message of West-Running Brook is 
actually less rational than emotional. It is the 
tribute paid by Frost to human heroism of the quiet, 
enduring kind. It is the inborn contrariness symbol-
ized by the white wave of the title poem. It is the 
heroic defiance of life against cold materialism, as 
23 Larson, p. 332. 
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symbolized in a poem like "The Egg and the Machine." 
There, an insignificant track-walker, shaken and 
confused by the roar of a passing train, lifts his 
little voice against the "gods in the machine." 
Finding some turtle eggs buried in the sand near the 
track, he now stands armed a gainst another onrush of 
the iron monster: 
'You'd better not disturb me any more,• 
He told the distance, 'I am. armed for war. 
The next machine that has the power to .pass 
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Will get this plasm in its goggle glass.' (p. 349) 
The turtle eggs perhaps seem an ironically weak 
missile for man to cast into the eye of the locomotiye, 
but that f~ct enhances the bravery _of the man (or 
possibly child) who makes the thr~at. It is the 
glory of -man that, hard beset by all the powerful 
antipathetic forces of the universe, he can still 
stap.d for-th in defiance with no greater weapon than 
a handful of turtle eggs. And the double irony of 
man's weakness is the fact that it is actually his 
strength. Those fragile eggs bear in their protoplasm 
a power which in the long run will triumph ove~ the 
most powerful of adversaries. They are symbols of 
life and its strangely transcendent contrariness. They 
are symbols of the mysterious power of self~renewal 
which has somehow gotten us through all the tight 
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places. Their power lies not in their substance but 
in their fantastic potentialities. These potentialities, 
incorporated into the human spirit, lie behind the 
optimism which Frost expresses symbolically in "Sand 
Dunes." The ominous anti-human forces suggested in 
"Storm Fear," "Once by the Pacific,""Snow," and other 
poems are here symbolized by the sand dunes_ that the 
sea flings relentlessly at the fishing town. The men 
the sea could not drown she is now intent upon burying. 
But the human spirit, armed with its inborn defiance, 
is superior to the material forces pitted against it 
because it can triumph even in the process of material 
surrender: 
She may know cove and cape, 
But she does not know mankind 
If by any change of shape, 
She hopes to cut off mind. 
Men left her a ship to sink: 
They can leave her a hut as well; 
And be but more free to think 
For the one more cast-off shell. (p. 330)24 
"The Armful!," "The Investment," "The Cocoon," 
"Canis Major"--poem after poem in West-Running Brook 
givew- credit to this creative resistance in man, this 
ability to make much of a diminished thing, this white 
wave contrary which rides forever above the downward 
flow of black water. 
24 For other interpretations of this poem, see 
Waggoner, "The Humanistic Idealism," p. 217; and Peter 
Viereck, "Parnassus Divided," Atlantic Monthly, CLXXXIV 
(October, 1949), 68. 
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VI. AFTERWORDS : SENSE AND SDIBOLS IN 'rHE LATE BOOKS 
Implications of the Titles 
Lord, I have loved your sky, 
Be it said against or for me, 
Have loved it clear and high, 
Or low and stormy; 
Till I have reeled and stumbled 
From looking up too much, 
And f allen and been humbled 
To wear a crutch. 
(Robert Frost, 11Astrometaphysical") 
The collections treated in this chapter belong 
chiefly to the years following Frost's sixtieth birth-
day, although a few of the individual poems originally 
appeared earlier. In any case, these collections, 
along with the two masques which will be treated in 
the final chapter, repre_sent Robert Frost's most 
recent important publications. A Further Range (1936), 
A Witness Tree (1942), Steeple Bush (1947), and An 
Afterword (1949) include one hundred and forty poems, 
mostly short lyrical or refiliective pieces. Longer 
dramatic works of the type found in North of Boston 
do not appear, although there are three or four 
medium-length dramatic dialogues of the author-
participant type illustrated by "Build Soil" (p. 4-21) 
and "The Literate Farmer and the Planet Venus" (p. 
509). 
The later volumes continue the techniques and 
interests of the earlier ones. This consistency of 
technique and interest is observable throughout 
Frost's life work, as previous chapters of th.is study 
have already pointed out. Symbolism is evident in 
these late poems as it was in the very earliest ones. 
The predominating brevity of most of these late poems 
is reminiscent of the similar brevity which prevailed 
in A Boy's Will. The constant symbols of pre-1913 
endure, although time has occasionally brought about 
a shift of tone or emphasis. The long thoughts of 
youth still dominate the songs of experience, but the 
old melancholy has been toughened and tempered by 
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life. The sense of humor first displayed in a poem 
like "In Neglect" (p. 23) is, if anything, strengthened 
in the late works, and yet time has not made it bitter 
or turned it into a weapon for the ridicule of others. 
The titles of the three main volumes treated in 
this chapter may be suggestive of Frost's recognition 
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that he has passed on to the "far side 11 of his poetic 
career. 1 A Further Range implies, possibly, a progress 
beyond the culmination. A Vli·tness Tree and Steeple 
Bush, as titles, similarly suggest the poet's recon-
nition of his advancing years, although this impli-
cation becomes apparent only upon analysis of the 
key poems with which the titles are related within the 
respective volumes. The ''witness tree" expression 
occurs in "Beech," the opening poem of the collection; 
and "steeple bush" is referred to in the poem entitled 
"Something for Hope." In their respective contexts, 
both these expressions are clearly symbolic. The 
former symbolizes man's realization of the existence 
of mortal limitations, and the latter symbolizes the 
interval of life immediately preceding the final 
oblivion. 
The clarification of this symbolism necessitates 
a return to one of the "constant symbols'' of A Boy's 
Will--the dark wood~ As the reader will recall, the 
dark wood is the recurrent emblem of the mysterious 
fastnesses of self which frequently lure (and sometimes 
1 An Af terword is merely a minor grouping of three 
fairly short poems in the 1949 edition of the works. 
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frighten) the social being. 11 Into My Own," the initial 
poem of Frost's first collection, is a youthful mani-
.- festo of individuality utilizing the dark wood symbol 
as its core. Even at that early time, however, the 
poet's enthusiasm for -the excursion into self was 
shadowed by an unsureness concerning what the wood 
contained and how infinite it really might be. There 
was a dim hint that the dark wood may be related to 
the mystery which stands at the end of physical life--
the final turning-away from the external world, the 
last complete withdrawal into self. 2 The question of 
the nature of that mystery is one of Frost's enduring 
concerns.- This fact is evidenced by the recurrence 
of poems about age and death throughout the poet's 
lifetime. Whether the immortal self really exists, 
whether it is a mere extension of the mortal self or 
a different thing, what is the nature of the final 
sleep--these questions have been on Frost's mind and 
are related to the symbolism of the dark wood. Of 
course, Frost has no final or authoritative answer to 
such queries. During periods sof his youth, he was 
probably almost overcome at times by the sense of 
boundlessness which the young often experience; but 
2 See Chapter II, pp. 45-53. 
190 
in his poetry he was more inclined to emphasize the 
sense of mortal decay as he observed it in the world 
of nature and man~ Now, in his sixties, this sense 
of mortal limitation grows still heavier upon him, and 
in the opening poem of A Witness Tree he testifies, 
symbolically, to that fact. Though the wood seems to 
go on and on, there is a clear marker signifying the 
termination of his own domains. These limited domains 
are related within the poem to the poet's sense of 
self. A lone beech tree, blazed by an axe, stands as 
a symbol to the effect that, at least as far as 
physical life is concerned, there is a boundary within 
the dark wood: 
Where my imaginary line 
Bends square in woods, an 1ron spine 
And pile of real rocks have been founded. 
And off this corner in the wild, 
Where these are driven in and piled, 
One tree, by being deeply wounded, 
Has been impressed as Witness Tree 
And made commit to memory 
My proof of being not unbounded. (p. 439) 
The symbolic flavor of the poem rises to a higher 
pitch in the final three lines, which take the m@antng 
decisively out of the rea lm of surveying and into the 
domain of philosophical speculation: 
Thus truth's established and borne out, 
Though circumstanced with dark and doubt--
Though by a world of doubt surrounded. (p. 439) 
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The symbolism of the "witness tree" may go even 
further than the above interpretation suggests. The 
poem "Beech" (which contains the above-quoted "witness 
tree" reference) is paired with a second tree poem, 
"Sycamore." Pur portedly a verse from the New England 
Primer, this poem states in three bald lines the fact 
of Zaccheus's choice of a sycamore tree as a vantage 
point from which to watch Jesus enter Jerusalem:3 
Zaccheus he 
Did climb the tree 
Our Lord to see. (p. 439) 
There is a purpose, doubtless, in the juxtaposition 
of these two poems on the same page. The connotations 
of the second reflect upon the first and give backing 
for a semi-religious interpretation. Zaccheus's 
sycamore is, like the beech of the preceding poem, 
a kind of witness tree. The two trees, however, 
testify to different truths, even though both may 
be surrounded by a world of doubt. The beech stood 
a witness to mortal limits; the sycamore, to man's 
hope for immortality as represented by Jesus. The 
exact intent of this juxtaposition is not clear, but 
more than one possibility presents itself. For 
example, there is always the chance that Frost wished 
3 Luke xix.l-10. 
to point out an ironic disparity between what the 
moody forester sees in the future and what the old 
orthodoxy of the New England Primer promises. On 
the other hand, the purpose may not be ironical . at 
all: "Beech" and "Sycamore" may simply reveal two 
co-existent truths, the truth of mortality and the 
truth of immortality. Or possibly the thing revealed 
is not a truth but a question: What is the relation-
ship of the now and the hereafter, of the finite and 
the infinite, of the material and the spiritual, of 
man and God? Is there substance behind the youthful 
dream of "Into My Own," a dream in which the poet's 
own dark wood stretches to the very "edge of doom1'1' 
Or is the youthful dream confounded and confused by 
the existence of an iron spine, a rock pile, and a 
wounded beech?4 
The "steeple bush" reference may likewise be 
related to the dark wood symbol. Steeple bush is 
the name of a shrub, also called hardhack, commonly 
seen in clumps on disused pasture lands. It is the 
4 Alvan s. Ryan, writing in The Explicator, VII 
(March, 1949), 39, fails to point out any connection 
between 11Beech" and "Sycamore." Since this is the 
only case in which Frost has paired two poems on a 
s i ngle page, one would expect a fairly significant 
connection. Ryan says,"A Witness Tree, blazed to 
indicate a boundary line in the woods, is symbol of 
how 'truth's established and borne out.'" 
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typical intermediate form of vegetation, characteristic 
of land that has passed its functional prime but has 
not yet yielded to total reabsorbtion by the dark 
wood. Therefore, the use of Steeple Bush as a title 
may suggest, either whimsically or seriously, that the 
poems of this late volume belong to a period of decline, 
to the quiet interval which precedes the final with-
drawal. Although some readers may balk ~t an interpre-
tation of this kind, they must recognize the fact that 
Frost always has seemed hyperconscious of the processes 
of aging and decay. Not one to surrender without put-
ting up staunch resistance, he nevertheless realizes 
that even the bravest struggle must finally end in a 
surrender of one kind or another. Of course he has 
not "given up" and has no intention of doing so. On 
the other hand, he is not the type of man who would · 
attempt to fool himself into believing that time had 
made no inroads and left no scars. Steeple bush is 
a sign to the farmer that land has "gone by." 
"Something for Hope," the poem which provides the 
title-words for the Steeple Bush volume, bears out 
the above symbolic interpretation and at the same 
time injects a slightly optimistic element. The first 
two stanzas bring out the symbolism of decline and 
introduce the idea of reabsorption by the woods: 
At the present rate it must come to pass 
And that right soon that the meadow sweet 
And steeple bush not good to eat 
Will have crowded out the edible grass. 
Then all there is to do is wait 
For maple birch and spruce to push 
Through meadow sweet and steeple bush 
And crowd them out at a similar rate. (p. 518) 
The note of optimism or hope arises from the fact 
that the final encroachment of the woods destroys the 
unwanted steeple bush and restores the usefulness of 
the land for future generations, who then have only 
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to clear the land and start the long cycle over again. 
Frost may, of course, be indulging in a subtle little 
joke with the reader. In calling his collection Steeple 
Bush, he may be poking fun at t hese late fruits of his 
pen. In "Something for Hope" he refers to steeple bush 
as 11 lovely blooming but wasteful weed, 11 which might 
represent his attitude toward the poems of the collection. 
On the other hand , he may be speaking ironically, as 
the final lines of the poem could suggest: 
Hope may not nourish a cow or horse 
But spes alit agricolam 'tis said• (:p. 518) 
Since Frost has referred to himself as a nplain New 
Hampshire farmer," autobiographical implications are 
strongly suggested.5 
5 See "New Hampshire 11 (p. 212). 
Concept of the Self 
The dark wood symbol deserves to be termed the 
leitmotif o~ Robert Frost's life work. An emblem of 
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the mysteries of self, it strangely blends chords of 
hope and omen. It is the wished-for infinity into which 
the young poet dreams of stealing away. In middle and 
later life it resurges frequently, now representing 
one mood and now another, but with the darkness becoming . · 
a bit more somber as time passes. It is the basic 
symbol in the poem which introduces! Further Range, 
the earliest of the books under discussion in the 
present chapter. In this strongly autobiographical 
poem entitled "The Lone Striker" (pp. 355-356), the 
dark wood symbol represents less an escape than a 
haven for self-realization. As Robert Frost says, 
the poem is "about how I deserted industry without pre-
judice to industry."6 But it is about much more than 
that. It is a reminiscent justification of the poet's 
life-long search for meaning, a search that had to be 
pursued inwardly. As Harold Watts notes in "Robert 
6 See Reginald L. Cook, "Robert Frost's Asides 
on His Poetry," American Literature, XIX (January, 
1948), 358. Frost had been an employee of the 
Arlington Mills, in Lawrence, before he made his 
flight over the nearest border (Cf. "New Hampshire," 
p. 207). 
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Frost and the Interrupted Dialogue, 11 the poet may be 
using the factory as a s~nbol of social institutions, 
11 of all organized and consciouslydirected culture and 
fairly coherent systems of thought. 11 7 These insti-
tutions, cold and rigid in their adherence to system, 
appear somewhat indifferent to human need or weakness: 
There was a law of God or man 
That on the one who came too late 
The gate for half an hour be locked, 
His time be lost, his pittance docked • 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8 
The mill, though many, many eyed, 
Had eyes inscrutably opaque. (p. 355) 
The lone striker does not feel enmity toward the 
institution or system. He is simply aware of no 
great need for his presence at the factory, no sacred 
obligation. The factory "was very fine 11 in its way, 
but 11 'twas not a church."9 The counter-force of the 
poem, however, is the mysterious and everlasting 
attraction of the dark forest. For one ex-millworker, 
this force is irresistible: 
7 American Literature, XXVII (March, 1955), 77. 
8 Two line·s omitted. 
9 One of the main buildings of the Arlington Mills 
does have a steeple-like structure to break the mono-
tony of the brick walls. Although this steeple does 
not make the factory look at all like a church, it may 
have suggested to Frost a degree of undue presumption 
on the part of so materialistic a structure. 
He knew another place, a wood, 
And in it, tall as trees, were cliffs; 
And if he stood on one of these, 
'Twould be among the tops of trees, 
Their upper branches round him wreathing, 
Their breathing mingled with his breathing. 
If--if he stood! Enough of ifs! 
He knew a path that wanted walking; 
He knew a spring that wanted drinking; 
A thought that wanted further thinking; 
A love that wanted re-renewing. (p. 356) 
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Thus in the dim woods, a bobbin-boy is lost and a p9et 
finds himself. 
A Further Range, !. Witness Tree, and St-eeple Bush 
afford several other examples of the dark wood and 
related symbols. "Desert Places," for instance, uses 
a wilderness or desert symbol as an adjunct of snow 
to emphasize the fearful voids that exist within the 
self: 
They cannot scare me with their empty spaces 
Between stars--on s t ars where no human race is. 
I have it in me so much nearer home 
To scare myself with my own desert places. (p. 386) 
"Leaves eompared With Flowers," a poem of a ging, uses 
a foliage symbol to emphasize the darker moods of age: 
Petals I may have once pursued. 
Leaves are all my darker mood. (p. 387) 
Iii "Happiness Makes Up in Height," a reminiscence of 
ya.ung love·, the older poet seeks to e:x±') lain his 
"lasting sense/ Of so· much warmth and light." Against 
recollections of the trouble and sorrow which has 
filled his life, this feeling of pleasantness is hard 
to account for. The poet finds a possible answer, 
however, in the memory of a single adventure at the 
side of a loy,ed one into a mutual dark wood: 
I verily believe 
My fair impression may 
Be all from that one day 
No shadow crossed but ours 
As through its blazing flowers 
We went from house to wood 
For change of solitude. (p. 445) 
"Come In" again associa tes the dark wood with the 
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final withdrawal. The poet, nearing the edge of a wood 
at evening, is surprised to hear the song of a thrush 
ringing out in the '"pillared dark 11 --
Almost like a call to come in 
To the dark and lament. (p. 446) 
However, in spite of the poet's life-long fascination 
with the concept of the dark wood, he is not ready to 
respond to this somber call. He refuses to surrender 
before the battle is lost. He is "out for stars" (p. 
44-6) •10 ''Were I in Trouble'' (p. 530) associates the 
dark wood symbol with the sense of isolation often 
experienced by human beings. This sense of ismlation 
10 It is interesting to recall Whitman's employ-
ment of the symbolic hermit thrush, lone singer in the 
swamps. Whitman's thrush was likewise associated with 
death. The poem referred to is, of course, 11When 
Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloomed." 
is occasionally penetrated (as in Frost's poem) by a 
distant light which deceives the individual into 
thinking he is less alone than he really is: 
And I away in my opposite wood 
Am touched by that unintimate light 
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And made to feel less alone than I rightly should, 
For traveler there could do me no good 
Were I in trouble with night tonight. (p. 530) 
nThe Middleness of' the Road" associates both wood and 
sky with infinities into which existence seems, 
deceptively, to be leading us. Progress along the 
road "may deal with near and far," but has 
••• Almost nothing to do 
With the absolute flight and rest 
The universal blue 
And local green suggest. (p. 547) 
Inwardness versus Outwardness 
This many~faceted symbolism of the dark wood 
constitutes the main embodiment of what was referred 
to at the hea d of the previous section as Frost's 
"concep t of the self. 11 A concept of this kind is 
naturally related to almost all aspects of the poet's 
thinking. Therefore, the dark wood symbol is related 
to most of the other symbols utiJ.ized by :B'rost and 
often occurs in conjunction with those other symbols, 
as some of the analyses so far presented have demon-
strated. In nBuild Soil--A Political Pastoral,u one 
of the longer poems of ! Further Range, Frost employs 
a somewhat different kind of symbolism to clarify 
his views on self-development. The term political 
in the subtitle should be taken in its broadest 
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philosophical sense, even though the poem does contain 
"d h" h b 1" d t l"t" 11 ~ eas w ~c can e a pp ~e o po ~ ~cs. The b~sic 
idea of the poem, however, applies primarily to indi-
vidua ls and only secondarily to governments. The 
poem exp lores the question of "inwardness" versus 
"outwardness" in self-development and human relations. 
The other term of the subtitle, pastoral, bears 
multiple significance. The poem is a pastoral not 
only because it partly concerns rural life, nor be-
cause the main characters bear names from classical 
lore, nor because (as in The Shepherd's Calendar and 
other poems of the type) one of the names disguises 
the author, but also because the main idea of the 
poem is conveyed by means of symbolism. 
The basic symbolism is here embodied in a process 
rather than in an object--the process of enriching the 
soil by ploughing crops back into the land. Frost 
couches his ideas in farmer's language. He recognizes 
ll,~uild Soil" was orig inally delivered May 31, 
1932, before party conventions at Columbia. It there-
fore slightly pre-dat es most of the other poems dis-
cussed in this chapter. 
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that "to market 'tis our destiny to go," but he inter-
poses two cautions: 1) We shouldn't be in too much of 
a hurry to get our wares on display for public sale, 
and 2) the bulk of what we have should never go to 
market at all. He words his advice thus: 
••• So live 
That none shall ever see you come to market--
Not for a long long time. Plant, breed, produce, 
But what you r a ise or grow, why feed it out, 
Eat it or plough it under where it stands 
To build the soil. For what is more accursed 
Than an impoverished soil pale and metallic?: 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Build soil. Turn the farm in upon itself 
Until it can contain itself no more, 
But sweating-full, drips wine and oil a little. 
(p. 4-28) 
The soil about which the poet is talking is of course 
the human spirit as much as it is the loam of a New 
Hampshire field. That spirit must be nurtured by 
its own product, must be turned inward and again 
inward upon itself until it oozes with its own native 
richness: 
I will go to my run-out social mind 
And be as unsocial with it as I can. 
The thought I have, and my first impulse is 
To take to market--I will turn it under. 
The thought from that thought--I will turn it under 
And so on to the limit of my nature. 
We are too much out, and if we won't draw in 
We shall be driven in. (pp. 4-28-4-29) 
The object of life is not to get the product to market 
in a hurry. Nor is it even to produce the richest crop. 
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The product is only an instrumental concern. The goal 
is the improvement of the thing which produces the 
crop--namely, the human spirit: 
Suppose someone comes near me who in rate 
Of speech and thinking is so much my better 
I am imposed on, silenced and discouraged. 
Do I submit to being supplied by him 
As the more economical producer, 
More wonderful, more beautiful producer? 
No. I unostentatiously move off 
Far enough for my thought-flow to resume. 
Thought product and food product are to me 
Nothing compared to the producing of them. 
(p. 439) 
This, then, is a magnificent plea for the rights 
of introversion, for the privilege of the dark wood, 
not as an escape but as a dynamic form of spiritual 
preservation. Extroversion, Frost contends, is often 
an escape from self, and that is the most perilous 
escape of all. Obviously, this idea applies to many 
areas of life, including commerce, politics, and even 
poetry. Politically, it is the beat anti-communist 
argument ever produced, although Frost doesn't 
specifically use the word communism at all. He does 
bring up socialism, however--even Russian socialism--
which he calls oligarchic to distinguish it from the 
socialism then current in America, which he calls 
"democratic." There is no such thing as socialism 
"pure," he contends, any more than there is any such 
thing as love "pure"--except as abstractions of the 
mind (p. 423). Socialism is a necessary ingredient 
of all systems, Frost declares, but it can never 
really be any more than an ingredient. The rest is 
individualism, and that has been neglected in past 
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decades. Socialism emphasizes the outward and neglects 
the inward: 
At present from a cosmical dilation 
We're so much out that the odds are against 
Our ever getting inside in again. (p. 425) 
Wha t Frost recommends is a different kind of revolution, 
the kind of revolution that Thoreau would have under-
stood and approved: 
Keep off each other and keep each other off. 
You see the beauty of my proposal is 
It needn't wait on genera l revolution. 
I bid you to a one-man revolution--
The only revolution that is coming. (p. 429) 
To a certain type of modern liberal, of course, this 
sounds a great deal like reaction toward certain 
nineteenth-century political ideas. But one should 
not be fooled by this misconception any more than by 
Frost's declara tion tha t he was reared a ''state-rights 
free-trade Democrat" (p. 429). Wha t Frost advocates 
is not less governmenta l interest in p er sons but more 
governmental respect f or individuals. He does not 
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want less concern among individuals for one another's 
welfare, but less s ubmergence of ind ividual welfa re 
under the sea of regimentation and classifica tion. 
He wants a ch ance Tor the individual to "build soil," 
thus to be a ble to enrich society by himself rather 
than by his hastily-marketed product. The a pplication 
of Frost's i d e a s to art, esp ecially p oetry, is immedi-
ately evident. A p oet must take his good time in 
getting to market, as Frost d id. Fro s t's advice to 
the makers of " guaranteed young prattle p oems/ Made 
publicly in school," as indeed to all others who would 
rush to market with t h e first p roducts of soil or 
mind, is 
••• Stea l a way 
The song says. Steal a way and stay away. 
( p . 430) 
The Sense of Evil 
Frost's knowledge of the symbolic dark wood is 
definitely not like tha t o f t h e summer tourist who 
makes the White . Mountain~Maine Coast circuit and then 
goes home to Provid ence or Fort Wayne to talk all 
winter about the beauties of northern New England. 
A whole group of symbols emphasi zes the evils--
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subtle or violent--which beset mankind. Every now and 
then one hears the comment that Frost, because of his 
"withdrawn" life, is not sufficiently aware of the 
malicious forces of the universe. Ind eed that is 
nonsense, as our study of many p oems has already demon-
strated. The frequency of this error, however, is a 
little perplexing when one considers how well known 
are poems like "'Out, out--,'" "The Vanishing Red," 
11 Home Burial," "Storm Fear," and others. 12 
The symbol-complex of evil includes some of the 
motifs treated under the sic transit h eading p lus 
other related symbo1s, including storm, snow, flood, 
night, and whiteness. Readers who have cultivated an 
awareness of Frost's symbolic technique will not read 
11 Two Tramps in Mud Time 11 simp ly to apotheosize the 
overly-quoted vocation statement at the end. They 
will comprehend the symbolism of these intermediate 
lines as well: 1 3 
l2 Possibly the answer lies p artly in the survey 
approach commonly employed in college literature 
courses. Many students learn a lesson in superficiality 
better than they learn the literature. Frost, whose 
symbols tend to develop their meaning s cumulatively, 
simply must be read more deeply if he is going to be 
understood. 
l3 Another frequent error made by readers of Frost's 
poems is over-emphasis of t h e terminal lines ~d neglect 
of significant intermediate lines. This is the mistake 
made by many readers of"Mending Wall." 
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Be glad of water, but don't forget 
The lurking frost in the earth beneath 
That will steal forth aft er the sun is set 
And show on the water its crystal teeth. (p. 358)14 
Frost's use of ice, snow, and frost as symbols permits 
him to exploit the ambiguity of good and evil, as he 
may be doing in the foregoing lines and as he certainly 
does in "The Onset" (p. 278), discussed previously. 
Evil and good may comprise ess entially the same 
elements, capable of infinite transmutation from one 
form to another. No wonder human beings are often 
misled and confused. 
The symbolism of snow, in conjunction with wind 
and night, occurs in the poem entitled "A Blue Ribbon 
at Amesbury" (pp. 363-364), from the collection A 
Further Range. As in "Storm Fear," the forces of 
darkness and cold blank out a window of the chicken 
house. Within, a prize hen and her brood, products 
of man's rational program of selective breeding, hold 
out a gainst the chaotic winter-death: 
The lowly pen is yet a hold 
Against the dark and wind and cold 
To give a prospect to a plan 
And warrant prudence in a man. (p. 364) 
14 Possible puns on the poet's name occur now and 
then in Frost's poetry. It is not entirely inconceiv-
able that someone in future generations may read the 
above lines as the poet's prediction that, after his 
death, men will at last come to comprehend some of his 
deeper meanings, including his sense of evil. Compare 
Whitman's "If you want me again look for me under your 
bootsoles" ("Song of Myself," Section 52). 
"Desert Places," another poem from! Further Range, 
utilizes the desolating coldness of snow and night 
to symbolize the still blanker and more frightening 
chill which lurks within and beyond life!5 In truth, 
the stress here may be on the blankness even more 
than the coldness, and we are once again reminded 
of the Melvillean qualities frequently observable in 
Frost's works. The desert places of the human soul 
are as inscrutable and expressionless as the face of 
Ivloby Dick: 
And lonely as it is that loneliness 
Will be more lonely ere it will be less--
A blanker whiteness of benighted snow 
With no expression, nothing to express. (p. 386) 
"A Leaf Treader" (p. 388) and "They Were Welcome 
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to Their Belief" (p. 390), two more poems from A 
Further Range, explicitly relate the autumn and winter 
symbols to the process of a ging and death, the one 
natural evil that afflicts all mankind. In "A Leaf 
Treader," the "autumn-tired" poet senses a kind of 
death-call in the rustle of the fallen leaves--"And 
when they came it seemed with a will to carry me with 
them to death" (p. 388). But as in "Come In," the 
l5 This poem has already been discussed in con-
nection with the dark wood symbolism. See the present 
chapter, p. 197. 
poet is resolved not to yield so soon to the univer-
sal adversaries: 
They s p oke to the fugitive in my heart as if 
it were leaf to leaf. 
They tapped at my eyelids and touched my lips 
with an invitation to grief. 
But it was no reason I h a d t o go because they 
had to go. 
Now up my knee to keep on top of anothe r year 
of snow. (p. 388) 
"They Were 'e lcome to Their Belief" f urther conf irms 
the relationship between the snow symbol and the 
a g ing p rocess. It was not grief, it was not car e 
which induced the "one snow on his head": 
But whenever the roof came white 
The head in the dark below 
Was a shade less the color of n i " h t 
A shade more t he color of snow. (p. 390) 
Two p oems of~ Witness Tree demonstrate Fro s t's 
use of the storm motif in t h a t collection. "The Wind 
and the Rain" (pp. 449-450) is a philosophical 
reminiscence of the melancholy which predominated in 
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~Boy's Will. The poet, now thirty years older a nd 
thirty years richer in life experiences, remembers the 
songs he sang about line-storms and falling leaves, 
songs whose symbolism proved strangely prophetic of 
what life actually offered: 
That far-off day the leaves in fli ght 
Were lett ing in the colder light. 
A season-end ing wind there blew 
Tha t as it d i d the forest strew 
I leaned on with a sing ing trust 
And let it drive me deathward too. 
With breaking steps I stabbed the dust, 
Yet did not much to shorten stride. 
I sang of death--but had I known 
The many deaths one must have died 
Before he came to meet his own! 
Oh, should a child be left unwarned 
That any song in which he mourned 
Would be as if he prophesied? (p. 449) 
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Frost sang of death symbolically from the very beginning 
of his poetic career. The above lines are a confirm-
ation of several interpretations presented in earlier 
chapters of this study, if any such confirmation is 
needed. The wind and the rain and death walk together 
through Robert Frost's poetry. Another "storm" poem 
from the same collection is "Willful Homecoming" (p. 
456), which brings us back once more to the symbolic 
snowstorm, emblem of human adversaries. A weary 
traveler, battling through a blizzard with night coming 
on, clings to his faith that a door is waiting somewhere 
and that determination will find it: 
Since he means to come to a door he will come 
to a door, 
Although so compromised of aim and rate 
He may fumble wide of the knob a yard or more, 
And to those concerned he may seem a little late. 
(p. 456) 
It is almost impossible not to see in this poem some 
refledtion of the poet's own state of mind as he 
approached the seventh decade of his life. 
A slightly different way of s ymbolizing the 
forces which work a gainst human beings is exemplified 
by two minor poems from Steeple Bush. In place of 
storms which batter away at farmhouses:~ or obstruct 
the pathway of travelers, we have a river undermining 
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the bank on which the protagonist stands .• and the ocean 
sucking the sand from under a bather's feet. In both 
these instances the protagonist saves himself by 
making a temporary retreat or readjustment. In "One 
Step Backward Taken," the near-victim of the river 
chooses Frost's f avorite course--a strategic retreat 
when the odds are too great: 
I felt my st~dpoint shaken 
In the universal crisis. 
But with one step backward taken 
I saved myself from going. 
A world torn loose went by me. 
Then the rain stopped and the blowing 
And the sun came out to dry me. (p. 519) 
In "On Being Idolized" (p. 552), the bather gives 
up his position for another affording better footing, 
and so by yielding he temporarily defeats the adversary 
that would knock him down and draw him under. Of course, 
the river and the ocean do not symbolize so dire a 
threat or evil as some of the other forces p reviously 
discussed. Some of the evils of life can be thwarted 
by simple retrea t or readjustment, but some must be 
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met head on with courage and hope. 
Some manifestations of .evil, however, are so 
terrifyingly incomprehensible to the human mind that 
there can be no meaningful response at all. This is 
the kind of evil toward which the mass of humanity, 
perhaps wisely, does not even dare to turn its gaze. 
This is the evil that seems to lie at the Yery roots 
of the universe, p erhaps in the very heart of the 
Creator. This is not an external evil but an internal 
one, an evil which pulses through the veins of nature 
and man, an evil which cannot be expunged without 
simultaneous expunction of the striker himself. This 
is the evil which Ahab projected onto the blank face 
of the white whale. Robert Frost has looked full upon 
this evil and no doubt trembled, but he has refused 
to avert his gaze. In the little poem called "Design," 
couched in the moc.king formality of the Petrarchan 
sonnet, lurks one of the world's great symbolic 
treatments of this incomprehensible evil. 
This sonnet, which Randall Jarrell referred to 
as "the most awful of Frost's smaller poems,"16 
deserves complete analysis, since its surface simplicity 
16 
"To the Laodiceans," Kenyon Review, XIV (Autumn, 
1952), 542. 
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may obscure the depths of implication which it con-
tains. First, perhaps, attention should be called to 
the form and structure of this sonnet, already referred 
to as Petrarchan. Except possibly for the character-
istic 11 talking" diction, this . might be termed a 
sonnet among sonnets. It displays a formalism of 
layout, organization, and rhyme-scheme which really 
out-Petrarchs Petrarcg. The strict division between 
octed and sestet is thoroughly functional, reflecting 
a similarly clear-cut division in the thought. Only 
three different rhyming sounds are used throughout 
the whole p oem, a feat not often performed successfully 
in English. The octet, using -ite and -oth rhymes, 
adheres rigidly to the abba abba convention. The 
sestet, continuing the -ite rhyme in conjunction with 
-all, introduces a highly patterned arrangement 
which almost hides its own regularity: acaacc. Both 
rhymes are presented in the first two lines, followed 
by an additional couplet for each of the first rhyme 
sounds. Without probing any further into the special 
formality of the p oem, any reader should agree that 
the mechanical structure of the sonnet reflects the 
implications of the title: 11 Design. 11 Patterned struc-
tures of this kind do not occur by accident. Patterned 
arrangements of nature like t hat described in the poem 
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do not seem to be entirely accidental, either. There 
is an unmistakable functionalism in the s t ructure of 
the poem nnesign." 
In the octet of "Design" Frost p r esents the 
concrete situation and the objects of the p oem. These 
are the material symbols which evoke the philosophical 
speculation of the sestet. 
I found a dimpled spider, fat and white, 
On a white heal-all, holding up a moth 
Like a white piece of rigid satin cloth--
Assorted characters of death and blight 
Mixed ready to begin the morning right, 
Like the ingredients of a witches' broth--
A snow-drop spider, a flower like a froth, 
And dead wings carried like a paper kite. 
(p. 396) 
Here we have a picture of what might hay.e been the 
poet's actual observation: a white spider on a white 
flower holding up the white wings of a recently-killed 
moth. The immediately remarkable feature of the 
picture is of course its whiteness, and the poet has 
exploited that feature amply. The color usually 
associated with purity and innocence is here linked 
with a scene of unusual repulsiveness. The murderous 
spider is not only white but also dimpled and fat, 
like an infant. 1 7 Heal-all, the name of the white 
l7 Randall Jarrell ("To the Laodiceans~' p. 543) 
is eager to associate dimples and fatness with a baby, 
but he apparently thinks that wh iteness does not apply. 
flower on which the scene of slaughter has been 
enacted, is paradoxical in its implications. Death 
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is in one sense the direct antithesis of healing, but 
in another sense it is the only healing that is total 
and final. The color of the moth, by virtue of this 
creature's position as victim, suggests both innocence 
and ghastliness-- 11 like a white piece of rigid satin 
cloth." The next sevetal lines introduce a flirther 
element of the weird by comparing the three primary 
objects to the ingredients of a witches' broth. 
This camparison creates a gustatory effect which 
heightens repulsion almost to the point of unbear-
ability. The reference to "assorted characters" 
strikes Randall Jarrell as an intentional play on 
words, characters signifying either a group of actors 
or "diverse representative signs. 11 (The term symbols 
would perhap s be preferable to signs.) Jarrell also 
sees a master-stroke of irony in the line about 
be ginning the morning right. He associates this 
line (apparently on rather subjective grounds) with 
radio broadcasts of breakfast-club calisthenics or 
cooking schools, and he ties together the ideas of 
cookery and witches' broth. 18 Jarrel would have been 
on firmer ground, it seems, had he instead followed 
up hd.s remarks about "assorted characters," which 
might be suggest ive of the letters in a witches' 
alphabet soup. Jarrell also seems to be on shaky 
ground when he sees something especially "obscene" 
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in the phrase ".:4lower like froth," which he apparently 
takes in some erotic sense. 19 The idea that froth 
fits in with both the whiteness motif and the idea 
of a boiling cauldron doesn't occur to Jarrel at all. 
Nor, in the heat of his somewhat excited ejaculations 
about the poem, does it occur to him that there may 
be a slight mixture of fi gures in the eighth line, 
where Frost puts a child's kite into the kettle. 
But such defects notwithstanding, we must agree with 
Jarrell that the eff ect of the octet (and of the whole 
poem) is powerful. The outstanding impression is one 
18 
"To the Laodiceans," p. 543. 
l9 "For sweet-sour, smiling awfulness snow-drop 
spider looks unsurpas sable, until we come to the 
almost obscenely horrible (even the mouth gestures are 
utilized)~ flower like froth ••• " ("To the Laodiceans," 
p. 543). 
of poised horror, of a diabolical morning ritual in 
which the participants are rigidly frozen. 
The sestet takes up the problem of meaning . One 
is reminded vaguely of Hardy's poem entitled "The 
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Convergence of the Twain," in which we get a somewhat 
fatalistic interpretation of the encounter between the 
Titanic and the iceberg. With similar intent, Frost 
emphasizes the unlikelihood that this weird ritual-in-
white is the product of mere chance. The typically 
blue heal-all is in t his instance white, as if it had 
been specially bred to serve in the destined white 
ritual. "What," asks the p oem, "had that flower to 
do with being white?" What power guided the unusual 
white spider to this particular flower, there to wait 
in the night for the seemingly destined encounter with 
the white moth? As usual, the only answer the poem 
gives is another question--a leading question, it is 
true, but still an open one: 
Vfhat but design of darkness to appall?--
If design govern in a thing so small. (p. 396) 
These last lines suggest an agent and a p lan, but 
whether malice i.a implied or not depends partly on 
the semantic possibilities of the key word: appall. 
Frost's selection of this word appea rs to have been 
________________________ ............ . 
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highly deliberate and by no means a matter of mere 
luck or rhyme. Appall, by derivation, means to grow 
pale, to whiten and become ghastly. Its abstract 
meaning, to horrify or shock, is actually a secondary 
outgrowth of the etymolog ical one. What more interesting 
double entendre could the p oet pos s ibly have used to 
terminate his poem, what more stabbing whimsy than to 
reinforce the symbolic whiteness of the poem with a 
word which means both to horrify and to make white. 
The key line, viewed in t h is light, contains a 
remarkably ambiguous a n swer to the question of why such 
a diabolical coincidence. One prong of the answer is 
as horribly neutral and blank as whiteness itself: 
it suggests that the strange meeting was simply a cold 
design of darkness to produce whiteness--_!. e., to 
make white or "appall" in sense one, above. The other 
prong introduces the p ossibility of malicious intent: 
the design of evil to horrify. The word horrify brings 
in the idea of effect on a sentient being. This poem, 
like "Mending Wall," "For Once, Then, Something," and 
others by Frost, can be taken more than one way. The 
poem supplies the symbols and points out p ossible path-
ways to meaning. But once more, the poet would rather 
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leave the final answer to the reader, would 11rather 
he said it for himself. 1120 One thing can be s a id with 
certainty, however: Robert Frost is as aware of the 
depths and mysteries of evil as any poet in our time, 
and his symbolic mode of presentation makes him 
supremely capable of conveying his awareness. 
The Quest for Spiritual_ Fulfillment 
In a universe filled with vague intimations, 
contradictions, and mystery, Frost testifies to his 
own and mankind's sense of lostness. In the poem 
entitled 11 Lost in Heaven," from A Further Range, 
Frost uses symbolism to show one of man's occasional 
responses to this condition. Men display an odd fear 
of finding out the truth at times, a willingness to 
be overwhelmed by spiritual oblivion. To convey his 
20 In spite of the large number of Frost interp re-
tations that have been p laced in print during recent 
years, the present author could locate only one exten-
sive treatment by a prominent critic--namely, that by 
Randall Jarrell--of 11Design." The poem is frequently 
mentioned in passing but is rarely analyzed. Thompson 
limits himself to one or two brief and general remarks 
which would be of very little value to any one who de-
sired a full under standing of this poem.(Fire and Ice, 
pp. 79 and 195). Jarrell, who devotes almost four---
large pages to 11 Design, 11 does say a few useful things; 
but often he is unduly subjective and consequently 
far-fetched. See "To the Laodiceans," pp. 542-545. 
meaning, Frost pictures a man on a stormy night 
searching for a break in the clouds. Such a break 
appears, but over so small a p atch of sky that no 
usable skymarks can be recognized. The wanderer 
remains as lost as he was before: 
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Seeing myself well lost once more, I sighed, 
' Where, where in Heav en am I? But don't tell me! 
Oh, opening clouds, by opening on me wide. 
Let's let my heavenly lostness overwhelm me.' 
(p. 385) 
In spite, h owever, of such temporary moods of 
resignation, some men go on with a hopeful search. 
What do they look for? They do not know. Where d o 
they look? Like Melville's Taji, where the mystery is 
blankest and most enigmatic. Such is the strange 
human fascination symbolized in "Neither eut Far Nor 
In Deep, 11 one of Frost's few p oems about the sea. 21 
In two previous sea poems, the sea has been associated 
with the threat of anti-human forces ("Once by the 
Pacific" and "Sand Dunes"). In "Neither Out Far 
Nor In Deep 11 the sea app ears to symbolize the great 
impenetrable enigma of the universe, the depths which 
21 Some of the other prominent ones are "Devotion" 
(p. 308), "Once by the Pacific" (p. 314), and "Sand 
Dunes" (p. 330). Perhaps it would be in order to 
mention also "A Masque of Mercy" (pp. 609-642), which 
is related to the Jonah story even if the sea does 
not actually enter the Frost play. 
the human mind can neither probe nor cease trying to 
probe. Melville's sea symbolism, especially in Moby-
Dick but also in many of the other sea stories, often 
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emphasizes similar implications of mystery and fascin-
a tion.22 Moreover, Frost (like Melville) present c a 
psychologically-accurate picture of the way in which 
hu¢an beings really do react to the sea, as any 
sojouxner along the non-commerc ialized portions of 
the Maine or California ~oasts might testify: 23 
The peopl e along the sand 
All turn and look one way. 
They turn t heir backs on the land. 
They look at the sea all day. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
The land may vary more; 
But wherever the truth may be--
The water comes ashore, 
And the people look at the sea. 
They cannot look out far. 
They cannot look in deep. 
But when was that ever a bar 
To any watch they keep? (p. 394) 
22 For a poet who mentions Melville's work only 
once within his collected ~oems, Frost displays at 
times an amazing kinship of thought with the author 
of Moby-Dick . The Melville r eference is in "A Masque 
of Mercy" (p. 611). 
23 Although geography does not affect the meaning 
of t his poem, it might be mentioned t hat Frost's 
insp iration for this p oem came f rom the Pacific, not 
the Atlantic, coast. See Reginald L. Cook, "Robert 
Frost's Asides on his Poetry," American Literature, 
XIX (January, 1948), 357. 
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The exact implications of this p oem havebeen 
the subject of at least one minor controversy. H. H. 
Corbin, writing in The Explicator in May, 1943, inter-
preted 11Neither Out Far Nor In Deep 11 as 11 a quasi-
jocular cymical satire against mankind's futile 
persistence in trying to solve the unanswerable 
questions of life. 1124 Laurence Perrine took issue 
with the above viewpoint. Perrine considers the poem 
an expression of Frost's humanism--his belief 
in human dignity, in creative effort ••.• Its 
tone is one, not of scorn for man's foolish-
ness in attempting to solve the unsolvable, 
but of admira tion for man's p erseverence in : 
the effort to add to a stock of knowledge which 
can never be complete ••.• Man can never completely 
explain the mystery which surrounds him; but 
'when was that ever a bar' to his search for 
further knowledge?25 
In the absence of other evid ences of any desire on 
the p art of Robert Frost to ridicule human effort, 
no matter how futile, Corbin appears wrong and 
Perrine basica lly correct. Jarrell, too (in spite 
of his tend ency to subjectivity), has something very 
significant to say about the meaning of this poem 
and of the sea symbol. His statement is perhaps the 
most valid of all: 
24 As cited by Laurence P errine, "Frost's ' Neither 
Out Far Nor In Deep,'" Explicator, VII (April, 1949), 
46. 
2 5 Ibid. 
Wnen we choose between land and sea, the human 
and the inhuman, the finite and the infinite, 
the sea has to be the infinite that floods in 
over us endlessly, the hypnotic monotony of the 
universe that is incommensurable with us--
everything into which we look neither very far 
nor very deep, but look, look just the same. 
And yet Frost doesn't say so--it is the geometry 
of this very geometrical :poem, its inescapable 
structure, that says so. There is the deepest 
tact and restraint in the symbolism •• .-.It would 
be hard to say anything more unpleasant about 
:people than that last stanza; but Frost doesn't 
say it un:pleasantly ••• And isn't there something 
heroic about the whole business, too--something 
touching about our absurdity? If the fool :per-
sisted in his folly he would becom26a wise man, Blake said, and we have persisted. 
In particular, Robert Frost has :persisted. He 
has kept up the watch and the hope it implies, even 
though he has experienced the usual human vacillation 
and discouragement. Many :poems from! Further Range 
and~ subsequent collections confirm his :persistence, 
and several of these fall within the scope of a sym-
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bolic study. For instance, a significant group of :poems 
grapples with the question of man's spirit and its 
relation to the flesh. Several of these poems, 
utilizing a variety of 8ymbblic devices, reflect the 
idea of "West-Running Brook"--the creative inter-
action of the material world and its opposite. A 
poem entitled "The Master Sp·t?ed'' (p. 392) employs the 
rush of water and wind to symboliza the impermanence 
26 
"To the Laodiceans," pp. 539-540. 
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of the material vvorld. Interacting with that downward 
speed., human life develops a "master speed 11 in the 
other direction--
••• Not for haste 
Nor chiefly that you may go where you will 1 
But in the rush of everything to waste, 
ThB.t you may have the power of standing still. 
(p. 392) 
Since liThe IvJ.as ter Speed 11 is essentially a love poem ., 
its conclusion emphasizes the fact that this master 
speed is the key to the permanence of love in the 
midst of mortal transience. IIA Steeple: on the Housen 
(p. 540) speculates about man's concept of eternity 
and i mmortality. Employing a church steeple as a 
symbol of this concept 1 the poet develops the idea 
t hat eternity may not be a utilitar ian actuality. 
Man 's belief in eterni ty may, however, be a sign 
tha t the resistance to mortal transience is creating 
in man a present soul. A steeple serves no utilitarian 
purpose except to indicate the spiritual function of 
the house to v;hich it is attached: 
~e do not go up there to live by day. 
Nor need we ever go up there to live. 
A spire and belfry coming on the roof 
Means tha t a soul is coming on the flesh.27 
(p. 540) 
27 Harold H. Watts., commenting on the themes 
taken up by Frost in steeple Bush, says tha t 11A Steeple 
on the House" typifies the rnaTnConcerns of the col-
lection: What is fai th 1 whB.t is the self 1 what is 
"The Silken Tent" (p. 443), a Shakesp earean 
sonnet from A Witness Tree, a gain sh ows Frost's 
persistent sense of the interdependence of matter and 
spirit, flesh and soul. This poem p ictures a young 
woman who, like most human b e ings of her years, is 
generally unaware of such interdependence. The basic 
symbol of the poem is the tent, apparently one with 
a single center pole and a number of supporting ropes 
around the circumference. With its ropes slackened 
by dryness, the tent sways loosely in the summer 
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breeze without overt evidence of the necess ary tension 
between the center p ole and the g¥Ys: 
And its supporting central cedar pole, , 
That is its pinnacle to heavenward 
And signifies the sureness of the soul, 
Seems to owe naught to any single cord, 
But strictly held by none, is loosely bound 
By countless silken ties of love and t hought 
To everything on earth the compass round, 
And only by one's going slightly taut 
In t he cauriciousness of summer air 
Is of the s lightest bondage made aware. (p. 443) 
The center p ole, symbolizing the "sureness of t he soul," 
eternity, wha t is human knowledge? See 11Robert Frost 
and the Interrupted Dialogue," American Literature, 
XXVII (March, 1 955), 83. Sidney Cox says: "'-A Steeple 
on the House' ••• is bett er than any thing I've found in 
Kierkegaard concerning wha t religion still is to one 
who can't i ma gine heaven, or de s ire it, but has had 
s uggestions of ete r nity " ("Robert Frost and Poet ic 
Fashion," American Scholar, XVIII, Winter, 1948-9, 
p . 84). 
owes so little to any one support that it seems, 
deceptively, to stand upright by its ovm strength 
alone, to be the sole real support of the whole 
structure. That, of course, is a mere illusion. 
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The poem implies that the soul actually owes its 
sureness to its many ties with earth, ties which the 
poem associates with thought and love. It is the del-
icate balance among all these factors, and especially 
the tension between the aspiration of the soul and 
the combined restraints of earthly ties, that gives 
the whole structure its seemingly magic stability. 
Only rarely, perhaps in times of passion or pain or 
loss, does a temporary imbalance provide a reminder 
of the true situation. Here again Frost is demonstrat-
ing the central idea of "West-Running Brook"--that the 
exigencies of mortality, the bonds which hold the 
human spirit in thralldom, are also (paradoxically) 
the very ties which keep it aloft. The unidentified 
"she 11 of the poem is evidently young at the time, as 
the midday-summer-breeze setting suggests. Her ability 
to float calmly on the relaxed cords of life, only 
occasionally reminded of her mortality, implies youth. 
However, something else in the tone of the poem--
perhaps it is a vague suggestion of the Song of Songs--
makes it plain that the woman is more than a c h ild. 
An idea of Thompson's, however, seems off the p oint 
and uncalled for: "The capricious gust of wind," he 
declares, " ••• immediately suggests the paradoxical 
contrast between the established pattern of the 
woman's virtuous life and the unexpectedly impulsive 
response to a gust of passionate desire."28 Thompson 
has a gain missed the point. This is not a poem of 
passionate desire but another intimation regarding 
the relationship of spirit to matter. 
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Such intimations are related to religious belief, 
or in the mind of some persons may constitute the 
essence of religious belief. Without becoming a 
partisan of any orthodoxy, Frost has always been con-
cerned about the problem of religious faith. In fact, 
he has displayed (to adopt William James's terminology) 
a strong will to believe. The difficulty has always 
been what to believe. "For Once, Then, Somethingn 
(p. 276) and other works demonstrate Frost's reluctance 
to say he believes more than sincere conviction warrants. 
He recognizes, however, that whether or not faith may 
be divine, it is certainly innately human. "Innate 
Helium" (p. 541), in which the buoyant gas symbolizes 
28 Fire and Ice, p. 125. 
- ·-
.. , 
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the power of faith to sustain flesh, attests to this 
fact. That man ha s faith is clear. The question is 
whether faith is entirely innate or is a manifestation 
of something tha t exists above and beyond man. Life 
offers few or no evidences that are definite and 
unambiguous. In "The Strong Are Saying Nothing" 
(p. 391), the selective act of weeding a garden sym-
bolizes one of the prob lems with which the seeker of 
faith contends: Why is a crea ture's success or sur-
vival so often unrelated to intention or merit? 
Other portions of the poem deal symbolically with the 
questions of why one man reaps what another man plant·s 
and why so many potentialities wilt unrealized. To 
these questions, as well as to the great question of 
human immortality, t her e seems to be no real answer: 
Wind goes from farm to f a rm in wave on wave, 
But carries no cry of what is hop ed to be. 
There may be little or much beyond the grave, 
But the strong are saying nothing until they see. 
(p. 391) 
Frost, it would seem, might well be classified among 
the s t rong, for his sp eculations about matters of 
faith have always been presented with extreme caution. 
As a symbolist, Frost has avoided pronouncements and 
followed the d icttim which this study has so frequently 
reiterated: "I'd rather he said it for himself.'' 
One fact, however, Frost finds inescapable: the. 
amazing fact of human existence. This should not 
tempt anyone to call h im an existentialist, however. 
Existentialism has been defined as the belief "that 
each man exists as an individual in a purposeless 
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universe, and that he must oppose his hostile environ-
ment through the exercise of his free will."29 First 
of all, Frost has come to no conclusions about the 
purposelessness of the universe, although he would 
doubtless confess himself not qualified to expound 
any purpose that may exist. Second, Frost recognizes 
friendly as well as hostile forces in the environment, 
and here and there he suggests an ambiguous fusion 
of both friendly and hostile. Because of what he 
says in a poem like "All Revelation" (p. 444 ),, it is 
most tempting to call him a humanist, as Hyatt H. 
Wa ggoner chose to do.3° But since Wa ggoner was obliged 
to qualify this humanism almost out of existence, one 
would perhaps be better off to return to the solution 
suggested in the previous chapter: eclecticism. Or 
why not call it 1!Frostism" and permit the p oems, in-
cluding "All Revelation," to speak for themselve s?' 
29 Webster' ·s New World Dictionary, p. 510. 
30 "The Humanistic Idealism of Robert Frost," 
American Literature, XIII (November, 1941), 207-223. 
The basic image of ".All Revelation" is that of 
a head thrusting into an apparently impervious geode: 
A head thrusts in as for the view, 
But where it is it thrusts in from 
Or what it is it thrusts into 
By that Cyb'laean avenue, 
.And what can of its coming come, 
And whither it will be withdrawn, 
And what take hence or leave behind, 
These things the mind has pondered on 
A moment and still asking gone. 
Stran~e a pparition of the mind! (p. 444) 
According to the next stanza, however, the important 
thing is that the impervious geode ~ entered and 
that all its crystalline magnificence glowed in re-
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s p onse to the in-thrust eyes. It is as if the geode's 
beauty came alive because of the head that was thrust 
in. It is rather clear that the geode represents 
life and that the thrusting-in of a head represents 
the entry of a human being (or human beings in toto) 
into life. This interpretation is supported by the 
queries made in the above-quoted stanzas: Whence did 
the head come? What does its coming mean? Where will 
it go afterwards? What difference will the fact of 
its entry and exit make in eternity? The pathway by 
which the head entered is referred to as "that Cyb'laean 
avenue," a phrase connoting maternity and the act of 
birth. Cybele, of course, was an ancient Phryg ian 
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goddess of nature and fertility. She is identified 
with the Greek goddess Rhea, wife of Gronos and mother 
of the Greek gods. Although life is surrounded by 
mystery, at least one thing is clear: human beings, 
by whatever natural or supernatural channel, are 
born into existence. It is through man's eyes and 
in his heart that all the vitality and beauty of the 
world have their being: 
Eyes seeking the response of eyes 
Bring out the stars, bring out the flowers, 
Thus concentrating earth and skies 
So none need be afraid of size. 
All revelation has been ours. (p. 444) 
Lawrance Thompson's interpretation of 11All 
Revelation" is difficult to reconcile with the facts 
of the poem itself. Thompson seems completely unaware 
of the implications of the head thrust into the geode. 
He apparently believes that the p oem is somehow con-
cerned with prospectors and wildcat speculators. He 
says that this poem, as one of "Frost's riddles," 
permits the poet to criticize such speculators rudely 
and still seem polite. In some .unexplainable manner, 
he arrives at the following summary of the poem's 
meaning, which seems to the . present writer an example 
of irrelevant n onsense : 
The incident and the situation, compressed by 
the metaphor into a single moment, might be 
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elaborated as an implied narrative of a prospec-
tor whose peculiar searches take him deep; under-
ground to a crystal cave where he glances apprais-
ingly into the flashing mystery of an enormous 
geode. Wondering what the prospector thought and 
did about that strange sight (just what he had 
in mind, so to speak), Frost concludes that this 
self-dependent and exploratory method is a wise 
one; that no other approach to valid appraisal 
ha~ ever improved on it. If the bold prospector 
had not been aggressive in his search, no second-
hand answers would have satisfied him.31 
In certain respects "Too Anxious for Riversn 
(p. 522), an important poem from Steeple Bush, parallels 
the idea of "All Revelation.n The symbolic rivers 
for which Frost is too anxious clearly symbolize 
human lives and destinies, as did West-Running Brook. 
Frost feels that he has perhaps been overly concerned 
about the course of these symbolic rivers after they 
flow beyond visible valleys: 
Look down a long valley and there stands a mountain 
That someone has said is the end of the world. 
Then what of this river that haven arisen 
Must find where to pour itself into and empty?.· 
I never saw so much swift water run cloudless. 
3l Fire and Ice, p. 227. Thompson's interpreta-
tion is inserted at this point not for the purpose of 
ridiculing the author but to demonstrate once again 
the trouble that Frost's poetry occasionally causes 
for even the most perspicaceous critics. Caution has 
to be the keynote of any study of this poet. The 
interpreter of Frost must be wary of both the extremes: 
unwarranted specification and unwarranted generalization. 
Oh, I have been often too anxious for rivers 
To leave it to them to get out of their va lleys. 
The truth is the river flows into the canyon 
Of Ceasing to Question What Doesn't Concern Us, 
As sooner or later we have to cease somewhere. 
(:p. 522) 
If rivers represent life, then the mountain is the 
apparent end of life, or death. There is no doubt, 
as the earlier :portions of this study have revealed, 
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that Frost has been very much concerned about :possibil-
ities beyond the mountain. "Anxiety for rivers" is 
another way of referring to the melancholy of A Boy's 
Will and other early works. It is another way of 
expressing Frost's hy:perconsciousness of the :passage 
of time and the process of a ging , especially prominent 
in the books of the :poet's maturity. This concern 
of Frost's has :produced no final answers but many 
speculations. A similar situation confronts the 
seeker of origins: 
The world as we know is an elephant's howdah; 
The elephant stands on the back of a turtle; 
The turtle in turn on a rock in the ocean. 
And how much longer a story has science 
Before she must :put out the light on the children 
And tell them t he rest of the s t ory is dreaming? 
(p. 522) 
"It may," the :poem says, "be a mercy the dark closes 
round us/ So broodingly soon in every direction" (p. 
522). It may be a mercy not because the hidden things 
are necessarily so terrible but because the pre s ent 
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life is enough for us to live in. "No p iliace to get 
lost like too far in the d istance" ( p . 522). Again 
we have a reiteration of the idea of "All Revelation": 
the fundamental f a ct is that we are present in life 
and that life responds to our presence. 
Both the above-mentioned poems, it will be 
noted, conclude on a theme of brotherhood and love. 
In "All Revela tion" it is ueyes seeking the response 
of eyes" that "bring out the sta rs, bring out the 
flowers." In 11 Too Anxious for Rivers, 11 there is a 
suggestion that the answer to the mystery of the before 
and after may be innate in us. It may be something we 
need not seek in the dista nce. The beginning and 
destiny of all thing s may lie in the creative power 
of love: 
What set us on fire and what set us revolving 
Lucretius the Epicurean might tell us 
'Twas something we knew all about to begin with 
And needn't have f a red into space like his master 
To find 'twas t he effort, the essay of love. 
(p. 522) 
Aithough this idea is presented by Frost as a supposed 
remark of Lucretius, it is likewise an. aspect-· of 
Christianity and evidences a tendency never entirely 
absent from Frost's thought. Christianity, of course, 
would not take human love as its starting point. 
Before concluding this discussion of Frost's 
late quest for meaning in life, we must consider the 
direct advice which the poet offers in "Choose Some-
thing Like a Star" and "Directive," both published 
after 1947. This advice would probably be acceptable 
to Emerson and Thoreau as well as to many other phil-
osophers and men of religion, since its main elements 
are balance, simplification, and self-knowledge. 
"Choose Something Like a Star" (p. 575), one of 
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Frost's best-kno\vn later poems, expounds the virtues 
of balance and steadfastness, symbolized (as in Keats' 
poem) by a star. "Directive" (pp. 520-521), from 
Steeple Bush, suggests that one reaches these virtues 
and finds the g ood life by means of simplification and 
self-knowledge. In the latter p oem there are also 
reflections of the Christian p aradox, "For ·whosoever 
will save his life shall lose it; but whosoever will 
lose his life for my sake, the same shall save it."32 
The poem contains a set of directions for getting well 
lost, which is the first step in the process of self-
discovery and salvation. When the poet has taken us 
a long journey back through woods and time, over a 
32 Luke viii.24. 
rocky road where glacial scars and wheel scratches 
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lose themselves in each other, to a house that is 
no more a house/ Upon a farm that is no more a farm/ 
And in a town that is no more a town 11 (p. 520), he 
thinks we may be ready for the height of the adven-
ture: 
And if you're lost enough to find yourself 
By now, pull in your ladder road behind you 
And put a sign up CLOSED to all but me. 
Then make yourself at home ••.• (p. 521) 
The adventure takes us through the children's house 
of make-believe--
S ome shattered dishes underneath a pine, 
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The playthings in the playhouse of the children--
past the belilaced cellar-hole--
Now slowly closing like a dent in dough. 
This was no playhouse but a house in earnest--
to the eternal brook, which flows on in calm loftiness 
as vain things fall to dust. Finally, by the cool 
brookside, the poet bids us drink wholeness from a 
relic which he has rescued from the children's play-
house, a cup which he compares to the Holy Grail. 
Out of the turmoil of the here and now, he has gotten 
us back 11 to the beginning of beginnings, 11 to that 
something 11 in water we were from I Long, long before 
we were from any creature."33 The fact that the 
33 Quotations from "West-Running Brook," p. 
328 of Complete Poems 1949. 
vessel of this salvation is a cup from the lost 
children's playhouse again suggests Biblical over-
tones. In Mark x.15, we find these words: "Verily 
I say unto you, Whosoever shall not receive the 
kingdom of God as a little child, he shall not enter 
therein." In reading the final lines of the poem 
(quoted below), consider also the water symbolism 
that abounds throughout the Old and New Testaments: 
Your destination and your destiny's 
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A brook that was the water of the house, 
Cold as a spring as yet so near its source, 
Too lofty and original to rage. 
(We know the valley streams that when aroused 
Will leave their tatters hung on bar~ and thorn.) 
I have kept hidden in the instep arch 
Of an old cedar at the waterside 
A broken drinking goblet like the Grail 
Under a spell so the wrong ones can't find it, 
So can't get saved, as Sa int Mark says they mustn't. 
(I stole the goblet from the children's playhouse.) 
Here are your waters and your watering place. 4 Drink and be whole again beyond confusion. (p. 521)3 
Conclusion 
Although this quest for meaning seems to be the 
central theme of the later books, there are of course 
a great many other applications of symbolism. In 
34 O'Donnell explains the Saint Mark reference. 
It is, he says, "about the necessity of clothing 
spiritual wisdom in parable, 'lest at any time they'--
the wrong ones--'should be converted and their sins be forgiven them'" ("Parable in Poetry," Virginia 
Q.uarterly Review, XXV, Spring , 1949 , . 281). 
"Iris by Night" (p. 418) the ring around the moon 
symbolizes a circlet of friendship in which the poet 
was once bound. Mountains function symbolically in 
several poems, including "On Taking from the Top to 
Broaden the Base 11 (p. 389), 11 Time Out" (p. 479), 
"A Loose Mountain" (p. 487), and "Too Anxious for 
Rivers" (p. 522). Flowers play symbolic roles in 
"Leaves Compared With Flowers" (p. 387), "The Sub-
verted Flower" (pp . 453-454), and "The Quest of the 
Purple-Fringed 11 (pp. 458-459); and apples in "The 
Gold Hesperidee 11 (p. 367) and "Un:..b.arvested 11 (p. 400). 
The evil implica tions of the serp-ent symbol, used in 
"The Onset," recur in 11 The Ingenuities of Debt 11 (p. 
570). The wall motif which dominated North of Boston 
recurs :in "There Are Roughly Zones" (p. 401) and 
"Triple Bronze" (p. L~68). In 11A Trial Run 11 ( p. 402), 
the symbol is an unnamed mechanical device, and in 
"On the Heart's :Beginning to Cloud the Mind" (p. 376) 
it is an electric light . 
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As this study of the later poems has demonstrated, 
Frost's symbolical inclinations are as strong as they 
ever were . Symbolism, which is rooted in the facts 
and phenomena of the natural world, prevents a poet 
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from indulging in bodiless verse, a frequent vice of 
poets both young and old, but perhaps slightly more 
frequent in the old, who feel impelled to philosophi§a 
abstractly. As a s~nbolist who looks to the concrete 
world for meaning, Frost is prevented from becoming 
a victim of this vice of abstraction. "Etherealizing," 
a sonnet from Steeu le Bush, marks him as aware of the 
pitfall and capable, as always, of satirizing its 
victims gently but effectively: 
A theory if y ou hold it hard enough 
And long enough gets rated as a creed: 
Such as tha t flesh is something we can slough 
So that the mind can be entirely freed. 
Then when the arms and legs have atrophied, 
.Ahd brain is all that's left of mortal stuff, 
We can lie on the beach with the seaweed 
And t~ke our daily tidebaths smooth and rough. 
There once we lay as blobs of jellyfish 
At evolution's opposite extreme. 
But now as blobs of brain we'll lie and dream, 
With only one vestig ial creature wish: 
Oh, may the tide be soon enough at high 
To keep our abstract verse from being dry. 
(p. 562) 
The symbolic h abit also discourages the frequent 
cocksureness of the a priori thinker, whose ideas 
need not have a grea t deal to do with the material 
facts. The man who keeps the concrete world in mind 
perhaps dreams and speculates, but he is inclined to 
have great respect for the obscurity of meaning s and 
the darkness that diminishes human vision. As one 
of the aphoristic gems of ! Witness Tree express es 
it--
We dance round in a ring and suppose, 
But the Secret sits in the middle and knows. 
(p. 495) 
Frost's life has been an attempt to approach that 
secret. In ever narrowing spirals, he seems to have 
drawn closer and closer to the inner ring , a circlet 
which encloses not some remote corner of heaven but 
human life its~lf. 
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VII. THE ETERl'\fAL PARABLES 
So man's insanity is heaven's 
sense; and wandering from all 
mortal reason, man comes at 
last to that celestial thought, 
which, to reason, is absurd 
and frantic. 
(Mel ville, Moby-Dick, Ch. XCIII) 
Symbolic Drama 
! Masgue of Reason (1945) and A Masgue of Mercy 
(194-7), Robert Frost's two Biblical "parables," are 
the longest poetic works tha t the poet has yet pub-
1ished. So far, they may be the least successful and 
least popular as well, but that fact cannot detract 
from their importance in any study of the poet's 
thought or, more especially, of his career as a sym-
bolist. In these two works Frost sums up his think-
ing on the leading concerns of his life--the problem 
of evil and the quest for spiritual fulfillment. He 
presents this summation in a symbolic form somewhat 
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different from that observed in his other poetry, 
although previous key symbolic motifs have their 
counterparts in the masques, especially in the later 
one. 
For many readers used to the Frost of "Mending 
Wall," "Birches, 11 "The Death of the Hired Man," etc., 
the masques are at first a frustrating experience. 
There may even be some excuse for the feeling that 
Frost has sold out to the T. s. Eliot crowd, although 
further study should help to remove this first im-
pression. The dramatic embodiment is not, of course, 
the cause of the trouble, for Frost has been a quasi 
dramatist almost from the beginning of his career. 
Nor is the poetic style especially un-Frostian, even 
though general linguistic cleverness, punning, and 
literary allusions are more profuse than some readers 
might like, especially in Reason. One unfavorable 
opinion, probably based partly on the above consider-
ations, is that the masques, notably Reason, suffer 
from a lack of tragic seriousness, an elevation of 
rhetoric above profundity. 1 Another viewpoint is that 
1 This point of view is expressed rather competent-
ly by L. McMillan in 11A !vlodern Allegory," Hudson Review, 
I (Spring, 1948), 105-108. 
Frost has allowed his art to be unduly swayed by a 
group who (according to Ivor Winters, proponent of 
this theory) are to be classified with the decadents: 
Frost, the rustic realist of North of Boston, 
appears in his old age as a standar~exemplar 
of irresponsible Romantic irony, of the kind of 
irony that has degenerated steadily from the 
moderately low level of La Forgue, through 
Pound, Eliot, Cummings, and their younger im-
itators.2 
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Although there may be a minute amount of truth in 
these opinions, it is likely that the major difficulty 
stems from the fact that, perhaps for the first time, 
Frost here exchanges his customary symbolic technique 
for another which, although still symbolic, belongs 
under a more s p ecialized heading. 
The masques are very commonly referred to as 
parables, and occas ionally as allegories.3 According 
to the usual definition, a parable is a short narrative, 
often allegorical, used to demonstrat e a principle, 
usually moral or relig ious. This term could therefore 
2 Yvor Winters, "Robert Frost: Or, the Spiritual 
Drifter as Poet," Sewanee Review, LVI (Autumn, 1948), 
581. 
3 For examp le, consult Re ginald L. Cook, "Frost 
as a Parablist," Accent, X (Autumn, 1949), 33-41; 
William G. O'Donnell, "Parable in Poetry," Virginia 
Quarterly Review, XXV (Spring, 1949), 269-282; and L. 
McMillan, "A Modern Allegory,n pp. 105-108. 
be applied to other Frost poems, as suggested in an 
earlier chapter of the present study. 4 As applied 
to the two masques, parable is perhaps no more apt a 
term than several others. No doubt the predominance 
of the term is strongly influenced by Biblical asso-
ciations. Since parable is the standard term for 
certain symbolic stories in the Old and New Testa-
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ments, and since the masques bear certain relationships 
to Old and New Testament materials, this usage has 
gained an ascendancy not fully merited. On no weaker 
grounds, certainly, these masques might be called 
mystery, miracle, or morality plays. They are dramat-
ic in form, although hardly qualified to be called 
masques. Like mystery (or miracle) plays, they have 
a Biblical background, however altered. Like morality 
plays, they are strongly allegorical. Moreover, they 
deal with characteristic morality themes, such as the 
problem of evil, the justification of God's ways to 
men, and pre-eminently the question of how to gain 
salvation. There is even some reason for comparing 
Frost's masques with the transitional moralities, or 
polemical interludes, of the sixteenth century, wherein 
discussion and wit were prominent. 
4- See p. 89 of this study. 
No matter what one chooses to call these works, 
it is necessary to r e cognize a strongly allegorical 
intention. It is characteristic of much allegory 
2~ 
that the me aning subordinates the other story elements. 
The meaning does not d evelop out of plot, character, 
and setting; instead, the latter elements are inclined 
to follow the demands of meaning. In the two masques, 
the reader may not be entirely convinced of the reality 
of the character~, in spite of the author'~ ability to 
flavor the dialogue with modern wit and colloquialism. 
The characters, who are versions of Biblical person-
ages in almost every instance, seem to exist primarily 
because ofwhat they represent or what they have to 
s ay. Motivation, although somewhat more successful 
in Mercy, has a slight air of contrivance about it in 
both of the masques. The plots, settings, and props 
plainly owe a little to the expressionistic experi-
mentation of recent decades. As allegory, the two 
masques represent an interesting v a riation upon the 
symbolic method of other Frost poems. But as allegory, 
these works still fall clearly within the b roader 
categ ory of symbolism. To evaluate them fairly, one 
must first recognize the allegorical tendency and must 
come to an understanding of these works in the light 
of that tendency. At the same time, one must keep in 
view the fact that basically-allegorical works may 
still utilize incidental symbols in a manner not 
strictly allegorical. 
The Inescapable Reality of Evil 
A Masgue of Reason is p resented by Frost (not 
entirely without a degree of whimsy) as the forty-
third chapter of Job.5 It is thus a sequel to the 
Old Testament Book of Job, which has of course fDrty-
two chapters. The masque takes place in a kind of 
never-never land of space and time. The setting, 
like a dream out of Omar Khayyam minus the bottle and 
bread, is established in the opening stage direction: 
A fair oasis in the purest desert. 
A man sits leaning back against a palm. 
His wife lies by him looking at the sky. 
(p. 587) 
This endless vista suggests--one might very well say 
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symbolizes--infinity, which is anywhere or ever~vhere, 
but clearly not any specific geographical point on the 
globe or in the universe. Here the playwright can 
assemble whatever persons or things he desires, without 
any obligation to account for their presence or 
5 The play concludes with this direction: "Here 
endeth chapter forty-three of Job" (p. 606). 
arrival accord ing to the laws of physical matter or 
logic. In infinity, the finite rules of space are in 
abeyance. 
The location of the play in time is similarly 
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unspecific, although many of the props and comments 
are humorously contemporary, like the plywood of God's 
throne, Thyatira's Kodak, or God's mention of the 
way in which church neglect and figurative use have 
saddened the devil. Actually, however, anachronism 
abounds, and t h e time references range all the way 
from the Burning Bush to Doomsday, when the audience 
11 has all g one home to bedtt and 11 the play's played 
out 11 6 (p. 597). ~he characters t h emselves are consider-
ably mixed-up about time, being somewhat out of it. 
When God escapes from the Burning Bush (which is much 
like a Christmas tree decora ted with Byzantine ornaments) 
and sets up his collapsible throne, Job and his wife 
s p eculate about its purpose. The wife guesses that 
it might be for a Byzantine ceremony, an Olympic 
tournament, or a med ieval court of love. But Job 
himself says it is'more likely Royal Court--/ Or Court 
6 F or e xample, God has supposedly had "aeons of 
time 11 ( p . 593) to make things right in the world. He 
has been wanting to a p olog ize to Job for 11 a thousand 
years" ( p . 589). Thyat ira feels 11 younger by a thousand 
yeara-11 ( p . 593) than she did the day she was born . 
of Law, and this is Judgment Day" (p. 588). 
Perhaps ' the ech oes of Yea ts's "Sailing to 
Byzantium," irrelevant as they have seemed to at 
least one critic, are signif ieantly rela ted to the 
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sense of eter nity which Frost is striving to achieve 
in this masque. These echoes, clearly from the fourth 
stanza of Ye a ts's poem, occur on t h e firs t and last 
pages of Reason, thereby seeming to frame the whole 
play. The first is contained in a sp eech by Job in 
r esp onse to his wife's comment about the "strang e 
light on everything today." Job says: 
The myrrh tree g ives it. Smell the rosin burning ? 
The ornaments t h e Gre e k artificers 
Made for the Emperor Alexius, 
The Star of Bethlehem, the pome gr anates, 
The birds, seem all on fire with Paradise. 
And hark, the gold enameled nightingales 
Are singing •••• (p. 587) 
Again at the end of the play we find the same motif, 
this time s p oken by Thyatira (Job's wife): 
Now someone can light up the Burning Bush 
And turn the gold enameled artificial birds on. 
I recognize t h em. Greek artificers 
Devised them for Alexius Comnenus. (p. 606) 
Comparison with the following lines from 11 Sa11ing 
to Byzantium" makes the linkag e between the p oems 
unquestionable: 
Once out of nature I shall never take 
My bodily form from any n a tural thing, 
But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make 
Of hammered gold and gold enameling 
To keep a drowsy Emperor awake; 
Or set upon a golden bough to sing 
To lords and ladies of By zantium 
Of wha t is past, or passing , or to come.7 
The significance of this linkage, however, seems to 
have escaped even the one critic who ha s thus far 
called attention to it. Yvor Winters calls the Job 
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speech (quoted on previous pa ge) "a p iece of remarkable 
r hetoric," but he terms the details, including the 
echoes of "Sailing to Byzantium," "irrelevant to any 
theme discernable in the p oem."8 Wha t he fails to see 
is that Frost is emp loy ing this materia l as an objec-
tive correlat ive, a type of symbolic allusion meant 
to emphasize the idea of eternity. As those who know 
Yeats's p oem will recall, it is the outcry of an a ged 
man surrounded by the sensuality of youth. In ne glect 
among t he 'liying genera tions" (note the possible Eliza-
bethan pun), he realizes the futility of his flagging 
mortality unless it is counterbalanced by a rising 
7 William Butler Yeats, "Sailing to Byzantium," 
Modern British Poetry , ed. Louis Untermeyer (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1950), p. 117. 
8 
"Robert Frost: Or, the Spiritual Drifter as 
Poet," p. 5$1. 
spirituality ("unless Soul clap its hands and sing"). 
He calls for the "sages standing in God's holy fire" 
to come from the fire and "be the singing masters of 
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my soul"; to gather him "into the artifice of eternity." 
"Once out of nature 11 is equivalent to saying "once out 
of time," and in that expression we have the exact 
situation of the characters in Frost's masque. The 
golden ornaments, which suggest to the old man the 
form which his existence should take in the life to 
come, are symbols of eternity, as their cited function 
in Yeats's :poem makes clear: 
••• To sing 
To lords and ladies of Byzantium 
Of what is :past, or :passing, or to come. 
The further significance of the Byzantium refer-
ences brings us to a consideration of Job's position, 
both in the Bible and in Frost's :play. In the Bible 
Job is a virtuous man somehow trapped in an unexplain-
able contest between God and Satan. Like the a ged 
man of Yeats's :poem, Job is made terribly aware of 
the r avages of mortality. His cry is to be out of 
nature, so to speak--to have the day of his birth 
erased from time (Job iii).9 In Reason, Job has in 
9 Robert Frost's lifelong concern about human 
mortality has been demonstrated amp ly heretofore. 
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a sense attained the state for which he longed, 
dwelling timelessly on an oasis in an infinite desert. 
His human trials past, he retains a philosophical inter-
est in the puzzle which once drove him to the brink of 
despair. His interest has now lost its pain and fire, 
is hardly more heated than a friendly p olitical 
discussion. Perhaps this detached quality helps to 
account for the apparent lack of trag ic seriousness. 
But it is about the right attitude for characters who 
dwell in an Einsteinian m'elange of time and space like 
that mentioned by God: 
hen time was found to be a s p ace dimension 
That could, like any space, be turned around in. 
(p. 594) 
Summarized briefly, the plot of A Masoue of 
Reason amounts to this: Job and his wife, relaxing 
on their desert oasis, receive a visit from God, 
who emerges from a burning Christmas tree as he once 
emerg ed from a burning bush before Moses. As God 
sets up a collapsible plywood throne, Job and his 
wife speCUiliate on the purpose of this visitation, 
Job concluding that it may be the court of the Last 
Judgment. God is immed iately recognizable to Job's 
wife from Blake's picture. God remembers Job ("my 
Patient"), and has in fact wanted to apologize to him 
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for some time. God praises Job highly for his help 
in stultifying the Deuteronomist by working out the 
principle of God's unaccount d.bility. "You," declares 
God to Job, "are the Emancipator of your God ,/ And as 
such I promote you to a saint" (p. 590). Although 
pleased by this retroactive salvation, Job and his wife 
are still interested in reasons behind a pparent injus-
tice. To all their questions , however, God gives 
merely the 11 justifying ex-post-facto" reasons invented 
by theologians, at the same time pleading his non-
obligation to give any reasons at all . At last, as 
if backed against the wal l by the questions, God offers 
the most petty of all conceivable reasons, yet the one 
which seems to be most sincere coming from the mouth 
of an anthropomorphic deity like this. God says he 
"was just showing off to the Devil •••• The tempter 
comes to me and I am tempted 11 ( pp. 600-601). As God 
goes on to justify his yielding to such temptation, 
Job puts an end to the speech by declaring that he is 
11 in no mood fo.r more excuses 11 (p. 602). Job, recog-
nizing the obvious importance of the Devil in all of 
this, suggests that all three principals should hold 
a get-together celebration some day. God likes the 
idea and calls immediately for the Devil to present 
himself.- Satan a pp ears in the form of a sapphire 
wasp, obviously am.used by this somewhat crotchety 
old God with his pl~¥ood throne. Among remarks about 
the apparent degenera tion of the Devil in late years, 
Job's wife g oes about arranging to take a portra it of 
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t he group with her Kodak. Before she gets set, however, 
Satan gets on a "tendency" (a band of desert sand 
which moves through the other sand like a dry-la~d 
Gulf Stream) and almost gets carried away. But Job's 
wife takes Satan's hand, guides him off the ~tendency" 
before he has gone too far, and at the end of the play 
has succeeded in getting God, Job, and Satan lined up 
once more for a picture. The plot of this play, to 
be frank, convinces the reader that there must be some 
other justificationfor the play's existence. 
Character is not that justification. Job, ·who 
is central to the p lay, is not what he used to be in 
the Old Testament, ;:-!h ere he could turn a curse with 
the best of them and engage in polemics as we11. 10 
1° Cf . (!)'Donnell, wb.o says that 11Frost' s Job is 
eclipsed entirely when y ou make the inevitable compar-
ison with the comp laint in the Biblical orig ina l" 
( 11Parable in P oetry ,rr p. 270). 
I R J b . h t . . ll . t t d t n eason, o lS a r e orlclan --one lS emp e o 
say an allegor ical mouthpiece. We may be concerned 
about what Job has to say and interested in h ow he 
says it, but we don't bec ome emotionally concerned a-
bout Job. Th a t fact is unfortunate, too, since Job 
is an allegorical rep re s ent a tive of thinking man in 
Frost's play a s well as in the Biblical orig ina1. 12 
Job 1 s wife is a somewhat sleepy realist, interested 
not in rationa lizations but in direct, p ractical ex -
p lanations. Desp ite he r failure to take part in the 
p hilosophica l sp ecula tion, she is the strongest char-
acter in t h e play. It is largely through her that 
Frost conveys the central idea of the play. God is 
certainly p resented anthrop omorphically. He is, 
accord ing to McMillen, "such a vain and incompetent 
old buffoon that Mr . Frost may be making fun of the 
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fundamentalists and t wi t ting his own skep ticism as 
well."l3 He is so rid iculous that we must immed iately 
rule him out as a p icture of what Frost thinks God 
11 See Winters, "Robert Frost: Or, The Spiritual 
Drifter," p. 581. 
12 Throughout the first two pages of the play, 
Job is i d en tified only as "Man." 
l3 "A Modern Alle gory," p. 105. 
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is. Rather, God seems to be a humorous embodiment of 
certain naive concepts of the Deity, concepts tha t are 
more co mmon thru1 they should be in a supposedly en-
lightened culture. Satan, who speaks only a line and 
a half in the course of the play, signifies the evil 
forces in the universe. However, he too has degenerated 
considerably from his former self. He submits to a 
good deal of ridiculing from Job's wife. His attitude 
a s he responds to God's summons resembles tha t of a 
juvenile delinquent summoned before an old-maid school-
tea.a.her: 11 He lifts a hand to brush a way a disrespect-
ful smilell (p. 603). The quality of conversation is in 
keeping with the characters. There may be e. little too 
much smart-talk and witty anachronism, possibly enough 
to disgust serious readers in search of worthwhile ideas. 
As McMillen says, such banter may be 11revolting to the 
orthodox, bewildering to the faithful, and unconvincing 
14 
to the secular mind.u 
The central meaning of Reason is a ctually rather 
elusive. The explanations offered by God can hardly 
14 nA Modern Allegory," pp. 105-106. 
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be the key concep ts which Frost was interested in 
conveying, since those concep ts are basically trite 
and sup erficial. The ideas of God's unaccountability, 
of the enigmatic relationships between wh a t a man 
deserves and what he gets, of the nece s s ity that 
Job's suffering had to seem unmeaning to have meaning, 
are p rop erly labeled by Job as "ex -post-facto excuses 
trumped up .• .for theologis t s 11 ( p . 597). The idea of 
God ' s having been a victim of h is vanity, a weakling 
temp ted by the Devil, is clearly not ser iously pro-
p osed either. Yvor Winters considers Frost's purp ose 
to be a simple satire of the above i deas, notably the 
idea that Job free d God to r e i gn by p roving the 
con cep t of God ' s una ccountability. This, says 
Wi nters , is typical of the "fide is t ic t r a d ition of 
New Eng l and Calvinism, rr in which g ood and evil a r e 
ma d e t o app ear preposterous: g ood is submis s ion to 
the will of an anthrop omorphic d eit y , and evil is 
running counter to that will. "If these concepts 
of g ood and evil were the only conc ep ts a v a ilable, 
or if they were the best concep ts a v a ilable, then 
Frost's s atire would be justified. But they are 
not,n Winters argues, "and in reading the p oem one 
can only ·be appalled at Fro s t's willful i gnorance, 
a t his smug s t up i d ity."l5 Winters assumes satire to 
be Frost 's a im, and ob,j ects that :B'ro s t is setting up 
straw men to a ttack instead of facing up to the main 
op p osition. Rabbi Sp itz takes a gentler p osition . 
He feels that Robert Frost might very wel l picture 
himself as a Job (somewhat less p atient than the 
orig inal) "in his insistent quest of God's way on 
Earth and in Heaven as well. 11 I1.t1r. Sp itz p oin ts out 
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that Frost is no theologian, but a seeker, 11 a wanderer 
in the realm of spirit, 11 a 11 groper after the light 
that has thus far successfully eluded him--but he 
will continue to seek. 1116 
Neither of the above viewpoints app ears to express 
F rost's main purpose. The present writer feels that 
one of Frost's p rimary aims is to show the inadequacy 
of all hu¢an thinking on such cosmic enigmas as the 
nature of God, the relationship of good and evil, and 
the reasons behind the exigencies of human life. Human 
reasoning is inclined to produce either airy ration-
l5 aRobert Frost: Or, the Spir itual Drifter, 11 p. 
583. 
16 Leon Spitz, 11Robert Frost 's Job Drama, 11 American 
Hebrew, CLVII ( S ep tember 12, 1947), 13 and 89 . 
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alizations like the idea of freeing God, or anthro-
pomorphic nonsense like the idea of God's tempt~tion 
by Satan. The fact brought out by Winters--that these 
are not the most advanced theories on the subject--
is hardly relevant. As Spitz says, Frost is not a 
theolog ian. The poet refers to this or that theological 
t h eory not because it is the best but merely because 
it is repre s entative. All reasons, in the opinion 
of the poet, are either learned rationalizations or 
anthropomorphic naivet~. Job, who represents the 
thinking p ortion of mankind, is a confirmed ration-
alizer, as Job's wife indicates in her speech to Satan: 
Job's Wife 
Nothing has been brought out that for my part 
I'm not prepared for or that Job himself 
Won't find a formula for taking care of. 
Satan 
Like the one Milton found to fool himself 
About his blindness. (P. 604) 
S imple anthropomorphic explanations please Job less 
than rationalizations, as his resp onse to ~od's 
"temptation11 confession indicates: "I expected. more I 
Than I could understand and what I get I Is almost less 
than I can unde r standn (p. 600). 
The only truth available to man seems to be ex-
pressed allegor ically toward the end of the play: the 
simple reality of God, Man, and the Devil--especially 
the last. Job, th.e rationalist who cannot e a sily 
accep t such d irect realities, is thoroughly confused: 
••• But talk about confusion! 
How is t hat f or a mix-up, Thyatira? 
Yet I supp ose what seems to us confusion 
Is not confusion, but the form of forms, 
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The serp ent's tail stuck down the serpent's throat, 
Vlhich is the symbol of eter nity 
And also of the way all thing s come round, 
Or of how r ays return u p on themselves, 
To quote t he greatest 'Nestern p oem yet. 
Though I hold r ays deteriorate to nothing , 
First white, then red, t h en ultra red, then out. 
(pp. 600-601) 
The very practical Thyatira, however, is not confused 
at all. Throughout the philosophical s p eeches she has 
been dozing, calm in the conviction that "in the abstract 
high singular I There isn't any universal reason" (p. 
593). But when the three parties to the cosmic drama 
assemble, she is quick to grasp the practical signi-
fic a nce of the meeting. Three things cannot be ration-
alized out of e x istence: God, Man, and the Devil. 
They are the "only Dramatis I P e rsonae needed to enact 
the p roblem" (p. 603). As a practical rea list, she 
is interested only in record ing t h e undeniable and 
inescap able facts: God, Job, and Satan, allegorical 
representatives of Good, Man, and Evil. Thyatira's 
Kodak, with which she produces her photograph ic record, 
is symbolic of h er rea listic approach to the p roblem. 
The camera does not s p eculate or r a tionalize; it 
simply faces t he facts. To Thyatira, Evil is no 
abstraction to be rationalized out of existence. 
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Satan is a fundamental par t of the universe, a neces-
sary figure without whom her portrait would be incom-
plete. When he sta rts to slip away on the "tendency," 
it is Thya tira who p leads with him to stay, who at 
last t a kes him by the hand and entices him back off 
the tend ency a n d into the picture. "He's very r eal 
to me," she declares, "And always will be" ( p . 605). 
This, t hen, is the gis t of Frost's message in 
A Masque of Reason: Evil, along with the other p rime 
entities of t he universe, is an inescapable reality 
which no theology, no politic~l system, no economic 
or educa tional re f orm c a n ever r a tionalize out of 
ex istence. It is an inherent asp ect of mort alit y, as 
Milton and Melville both maintained in grea t works of 
t h e past. Thyatira's word s make this interpretat ion 
fairly explicit. She wants to know what is meant by 
"'rhy k ingd om c ome ••• on Earth as it is in Heaven," a nd 
as if in answer to her own questi on cites an op i n ion 
which s he cred i ts t o Job. She expresses Job , however, 
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better than he seems able to express himself: 
For instance, is there such a thi-n g as Progress? 
Job says there 's no such thing as Earth 's becoming 
An easier place for man to save his soul in. 
Except as a hard place ~o save his soul in, 
A trial ground where he can try himself 
And find out whether he is any go od , 
It woul d be meaningless. It might as well 
Be Heaven at once and have it over with. (p. 600) 
Although Job may once have said this, the basic d iffer-
ence between the husband and wife is that he goes on 
to seek reasons, while she goes straight to the accep-
tance of the concrete fact. 'rhat Frost himself is 
partial to this viewpoint and has been for a good many 
years, becomes evident from a stat ement which he made 
nearly twenty years a g o. This sta tement, from a letter 
to the Amherst Student in response to a greeting on 
his sixtieth birthday, tallies the above quotation 
from Reason with amazing accuracy: 
All the a ges of the world are bad--a great deal 
worse anyway than Heaven . If they weren 't the 
world might just as well be Heaven at once and 
have it over with . One can safely say after 
from six to thirty-thousand years of exp erience 
that the evident design is a situation here in 
which it will a lways be about equally hard to save 
your soul. Whatever progress may be taken to 
mean, it can't mean making the world any easier 
a place in which to save your soul--or if you 
dislike hearing your soul mentioned in open 
meeting, say your de cency, your integrity.l7 
l7 As quoted by Robert s. Newdick, "Robert Frost's 
Other Harmony," Sewanee Review , XLVII I (July , 1 94-0), 
417. 
In spite of genera l critical indifference or 
diaapp~oval, ! Ma sgue of Reason must be cla ssified 
among Robert Frost's most important works. S ome of 
the frequently-heard adverse op inions perhaps stem 
from misunderstanding . For example, when McMillen 
complains about a lack of tragic seriousness, he im-
plies that Reason was meant to be a tragedy. Accord-
ing to Frost, who should know a thing or two about 
his own works, Reason is a comedy. 18 Moreover, to 
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write off the ideas of Reason as trivial, as Winters 
d oes, is to risk condemnation of all the rest of Frost's 
work as well; for Frost once said that all his other 
poetry is a footnote to this one work. 19 When one 
thinks bamk over the whole body of Frost's poetry, 
keeping in mind the message of Reason, one can under-
stand what the p oet means. From 11My Butterfly" to the 
present, the problems of cosmodicy have been implicit 
in rtobert Frost's works. He has wrestled with eyil in 
poem after p oem. At times he h a s been tempted, like 
all men, to r eason it out of exist ence. But in Reason 
he places himself staunchly be s ide many of the world's 
18 See Re g i nald L. Cook, 11Robert Frost's Asides 
on His Poetry, 11 American Literature, XI X (January, 
1948)' 355. 
l9 Ibid. 
thinkers, men who have similarly wrestled with the 
problem and similarly d iscovered, after long thought, 
that evil is as vital as the universe it self. Frost 
is at one with many grea t relig ious philosophers, 
with cosmic writers like Milton and Melville, and 
even with Emerson who, contrary to a prevalent mis-
conception, was not able to rationalize evil out of 
ex istence. In fact, Emerson's recognition of the 
vitality of evil in ''Fate" is worth quoting as one 
more indication of the closeness of these two great 
American minds: 
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••• Nature is no sentiment~list,--does not cosset 
or pamper us. We must see that the world is rough 
and surly, and will not mind drowning a man or 
a woman, but swallows your ship like a grain of 
dust. The cold, inconsiderate of persons, tingles 
your blood, benumbs your feet , freeze& a man like 
an apple. The diseases, the elements, fortune, 
gravity, lightning, respect no persons. The way 
of Providence is a little rude. The habit of 
snake and spider, the snap of the tiger and other 
leapers and bloody jumpers, the crackle of the 
bones of his prey in the coil of the anaconda,--
these are in the system, and our habits are like 
t heirs.20 
These Emersonian phrases inevitably turn our minds to 
poems like "My Butterfly," "Storm Fear," "The Death of 
the Hired Man, n n I Out' out--,' II 11Home Burial' II "Once by 
20 Ralph Waldo Emerson, Selected Prose and P oetry, 
Rinehart Editions (New York: Rinehart, 1950), pp. 256-
257. 
263 
the Pacific," " De sign, 11 and others. 21 Thinking of 
these poems, we know what Frost means when he says that 
all his other p oems are footnotes to ! Masgue of Reason. 
It may be a comedy, as the p oet says, but its message 
is as deadly serious as a nything the p oet ever wrote. 
The Necessity for Mercy 
Having clarified his viewpoint concerning the 
make-up of the moral universe, Robert Frost under-
takes in the second of h is two masques to discuss the 
practical problem of how human being s must live in 
such a universe. The conclusion of Reason is a 
fundamental premise for Mercy: Evil is real and 
cannot be rationalized into subordination or non-
e x istence. Born into such a world, man has traversed 
many roads in quest of one which leads through the 
g ood life toward salvation. In ! Masgue of Mercy, 
the characters are on such a quest. Each disp lays 
21 One also thirucs of Frost•s own life, in which 
he has had ample occasion to b ecome familiar with the 
vitality of evil. The early death of h is father, the 
death of his first child at the a g e of four, the deaths 
of other children, the violence of the a ge through 
which he has lived , the loss of friends in war, plus 
the multitude of unpublicized e y ils which have p lagued 
his years--all this g ives biographical backing to the 
stat;ement that Frost has been "acquainted with the 
night. 11 
an initial preference f or one of the supposed road-
ways to salvation which have been followed by earlier 
seekers during human h i story . Out of the interaction 
of the lives and thoughts of Frost 's characters comes 
an approach t o a solution, an approach wh ich f inds 
one of the ways tending to assume pre-eminence over 
the r est. 
The p lay ta_"k:es u lace in a bookst ore in the en-
virons of New York City . It is l at e at night, after 
closing hours, and a violent snowstorm in raging out-
side. It is the present century, and faint echoes of 
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the contemp orary situation suggest the post- lorld~lar-II 
period rather specifically. The names of the characters, 
however, and the universality of the theme , add an 
overtone of timele ssness. The bookstore has evident 
symb olic implications, since it represents a contem-
porary assembl age of the world's wisdom, beset from 
without by violence and misunderstood or i gnored by 
some of those within. For those who know Frost's 
earlier p oetry, the "storm f ear" motif immediately 
suggests itself. In p lace of the isolated farmhouse 
with its "two and a child" as occupants, we have here 
an urban sanctuary whose oc cupants have likewise come 
to own doubts about salvation. 
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A brief summary of the plot will a gain be useful. 
In the shop at closing time are Keeper, the owner; 
Jesse Bel, his wife; and Paul, Jesse Bel's newest 
analyst. As Jesse is locking the front door, a 
fugitive demands admission. He turns out to be Jonas 
Dove (called Jonah in the stag e d irections), a would-
be prophet of ruin who thinks that God is pursuing 
him. The newcomer is upset at the unreliability of 
God's justice, since God does not appear willing to 
inflict up on the city the horrors which Jonas predicts. 
As the rather lengthy conversation of the next thirty 
pages reveals, Paul (the analyst) has been trying to 
cure Jesse Bel (and Keeper unofficially) of a k ind of 
soul-sickness common enough in modern civilization. 
Jonah's appearance provides another patient in even 
more desperate condition than Jesse or her husgand , 
and Paul undertakes the cure (or conversion) of 
Jonas along with that of the other two. The patients 
resist the cure and present their viewpoints in 
fairly convincing arguments. But at last Jonas, out 
of the depths of his desperation, has to yield to 
Paul and submit to the final measure of the cure, a 
descent into a so-called oubliette which Paul has 
devised ( with Jesse's permission) in the cellar of 
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Keeper's store. Both Jesse Bel and Keeper have them-
selves been dovvn into the oubliette, but without ob-
vious effect. Accord ing to Paul, they made the descent 
in the wrong frame of mind. In the oubliette, Jonas 
is expected to fore go further meditation (connoting 
indecision) and contemplate glory, apparently sym-
bolized by a crucifix on the cellar wall. But Jonas 
never reaches the oubliette. As he steps to the thresh-
old of the cellar doorway, the door slams shut in his 
face, crumbling him to the shop floor, where he appar-
ently dies recognizing the truths that Paul has out-
lined during the play. As the curtain threatens to 
fall, Keeper too appears to have understood, at least 
in part, the ideas that Paul has been expound ing. As 
the curtain at last drops, Keeper kneels at the feet 
of Jonas reciting the following words: 
An d if I say we lift him from the floor 
And lay him where you ordered him to lie 
Before the cross, it is from fellow feeling, 
As if I asked for one more chance myself 
To learn to say (He moves to Jonah's feet) 
Nothing can make injustice~ust but mercy. (p. 642) 
Again in this play, as in Reason, the characters 
are subordinate to thesis. Their semi-allegorical 
function is important and they do have significant 
thing s t .o say, but we do not become emotionally 
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attached · to them as human beings. 22 We don't really 
care a great deal when Jonas appears to die. As he 
himself implies, his death is more like the death of 
an idea than of a person: "My sense of justice I 
Was about all there ever was to me. I When that fades 
I fade 11 (p. 639). Keeper (whose full name is My 
Brother's Keeper) and Paul are likewise largely person-
ified viewpoint s. Jesse Bel, as a potential dipso-
maniac, at times g ives the reader some hope of earthy 
emotionality, but this hope is not realized in the play. 
The names of the chara cters imply their allegor-
ical nature. IVIy Brother's Keeper suggests the human-
itarian complex, which is related to the many varieties 
of socialism all the way from Brook Farm to Karl IVIarx. 
Keeper's mother, according to Jesse Bel, gave him his 
odd name not out of quaintness but "out of politics." 
"She was, 11 says Jesse, "left over from the Brook Farm 
venture" (p. 611). S ince there is no statement in 
the play to the effect that Keeper is s p ecifically a 
Marxist, it would be incorrect to make such an assumption. 
22 That, at any rate, is the opinfuon of the author 
of this study, based on a careful consideration of the 
masque itself and of c r itical comments about it. 1'-lo 
critic seems to feel very strongly one way or another 
about the emotional reality of these characters. On 
the stag e an aetor might, conceivably, g ive them more 
life than they seem t o have in p rint. 
He represents a tendency rather than an accomp lished 
fact. Lost like most moderns, he is hopefully enter-
taining a t heory or a set of theories. Following his 
theory, he must take religion and all forms of super-
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naturalism lightly: He has no Bible in his bookstore 
because (he r at ionalizes) people use it to escape from 
God (p. 610); Keeper is, as Paul puts it, 
••• The kind of Unitarian 
~7ho havi·n g by elimination got 
From many Gods to 'l'hree and Three to One, 
ThiiLks why not taper of f to none at all, 
Except as f ath er putative to sort of 
Leg itimize the broth erh ood of man, 
So we c a n hang together in a strike. 
(pp . 614-6 15) 
By h i s own declarat ion, Keeper would "ra ther be lost 
in the woods I Than found in church" (p. 632). 
His theories call for a p rofession of love f or the city, 
Sandburg-like p erhaps, where he is destined to lose 
and to take his losses like a s p ort: 
The city is a ll right. To live in one 
I s to be civilized, stay up and read 
Or sing and dance all night and see sunrise 
By waitin~ up instead of getting up. 
The country's only useful as a place 
To rest at times from b e ing civilized. 
(p. 612) 
F ortunately, though, Keeper's views are in part sup er-
ficial--something to embrace for l a ck of anything 
better. Jesse, who is d irect and truthful even if 
empty , g ives away Keeper's hidden a grarianism, 
manifest in his reading of seed cata logues (p. 613). 
Jesse also mentions Paul's persistent efforts to con-
vince Keeper that the humanitarian viewpoint is an 
essential mark of Christianity: 
••• Keeper is a revolutionist. 
Paul almost h a d poor Keeper in a corner 
Where he would have to quit his uolitics 
Or be a Christian. (p. -627) ~ 
Or, Paul himself exp lains Keep er's ideology in these 
words: 
The revolution Keeper's bring ing on 
Is nothing but an outbreak of mass mercy. 
(p. 628) 
It is not surprising , then, that Keeper finally comes 
very close to full acceptance of Paul's idea s. In 
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t hat way Keeper demonstrates the cours e of much so-
called rad ical thought. If it is truly rad ical (getting 
down to the roots or fundamentals), it amounts at last 
not to something new and bizar re but to the eternal 
verities. 
Jesse Bel, whose name implies some connection 
with the r a ther unprincipled and unfortunate Jezebel 
of the Bible, is one of the hollow women of the modern 
world, a victim of the contempora ry century-siclcness. 
"I'm sick," she sqys. "Joe's sick. The world's sick./ 
I'll t ake to drink--a t least I'll take a drink" (p. 617). 
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She has apparently been the patient of several previous 
psychoanalysts and other mind healers; Paul is the 
latest of a series. Her previous doctors have convinced 
her, according to the psychoanalytic party-line, that 
her trouble stems from not being in love. "I didn't 
love the doctor I I had before •••• I don't love Paul--
as yet. I ... And I don't love you either, do I, Keeper'' 
(pp. 616-617). Paul agrees with this diagnosis up 
to a point, but he interprets the word love .in the 
Christian rather than in the Rreudian manner: 
Jesse Bel's a girl 
Who'se cure will lie in getting her idea 
Of the word love corrected. She got off 
To a bad start it seems in the wrong school 
Of therapy. (p. 616) 
In Gne way Jesse Bel is worse off than Keeper, in 
another way better off. She hasn't embraced his 
humanitarian-revolutionary theories strongly enough 
to give her a cause, a sense of purpose like Keeper's. 
She therefore feels a greater emp tiness than he. But 
her awareness of inadequacy, of the inadequacy even 
of theories like Keeper's, forces her to continue the 
search for fulfillment. It is by her volition that 
Paul, the leading instrument of salvation, is brought 
into the presence of all the rest: 
Something 's the matter everyone admits. 
On the off-chance it may be lack of faith 
I have contributed the empty cellar 
To Paul to see what he can d o with it 
To bring faith back. I'm only languidly 
Inclined to hope for much. Still what we need 
Is something to b elieve in, don't we, Paul? 
(p. 635) 
She recognizes the world's need for a Messiah; and 
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when Ke eper suggests Karl Marx, who is "of the Messianic 
race," her cry of "Light, bring a light!" is more than 
a request for a lantern in the cellar. The cry is a 
painful declaration that Marxism is not the answer. 
Jonas Dove, or Jonah as he is identified in the 
stage directions, 23 is an exp onent of hard-fisted, 
eye-for-an-eye justice in the Old ~eatament tradition. 
He joyfully prophesies the ruin of our sin ful world, 
or more specifically of the great cities which symbol-
ize our turbulent civilization. He openly expresses 
his disgust with God, who d oe s not carry out the pre-
d icted doom. His comp l aint , lik e that of his Biblical 
namesake, is directed a gainst the mercifulness of God: 
I'm in the Bible, all done out in story. 
I've lost my faith in God to carry out 
The threats he makes a ga ins t the city evil. 
I can't trust God to be unmerciful. (p. 614) 
23 The Hebrew meaning of Jonas, or Jonah, is aove. 
That accounts for Paul 's Jonah-Jonah word play (p. 612). 
Because· he feels a call to prophesy and because his 
prophecies always turn out to be empty, he has for-
s aken his mission and become a fugitive from God . 
Paul diagnoses Jonas's case masterfully and vows to 
bring about a cure: 
You are the universal fugitive, 
Escapist as we say, though you are not 
Running away from Him you think y ou are 
But from His mercy-justice contradiction. 
Mercy and justice are a contradiction. 
But here's where your evasion has an end. 
I have to tell you something that will spoil 
Indulgence in your form of melancholy 
Once and for all. I'm going to make you see 
How relatively little justice matters . (p. 615) 
Jonas's hatred for errant mankind appears to be the 
intentional antithesis of Keeper 's collectivistic 
humanitarianism. And yet both Jonas and Keeper are 
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at times allied in their attempted refutation of Paul. 
Paul does not bear his New Testament name by 
accident . As the mind-healer who off ers a way of 
salvation to the lost ones of this world, he i& a 
modern apostle. His doctrine of mercy over justice 
harmonizes significantly with the attitude expressed 
in the famous epistles, especially the irnnortal 
thirteenth chapter of I Corinthians, with its emphasis 
upon charity or love. In f a ct, the essence of Paul's 
advice to Jonas, the frustrated prophet, can be found 
in the f ollowing much quoted verses: 
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Though I speak with the tongues of men and of 
angels, and have not charity, I am become as 
sounding brass, or a tinkling cynibal. And 
though I have the gift of prophecy, and under-
sta nd all mysteries, and all knowledge; and 
though I have all f aith, s o that I could remove 
mountains, and have not charity, I am nothing.24 
Though Jonas have the gift of p rophecy , and have not 
charity, he is nothing. We recall that Paul ;'s diagnosis 
of Jes se Bel's ailment involved her wrong understand-
ing of the word love (p. 616). Moreover, the Pauline 
idea of love also indicates the link between Keep er's 
humanitarianism and Christianity (p. 627). In-!!:, Masque 
of Mercy, Paul's therapy depends upon his ability to 
make his patients understand the inevitability of sin 
a nd f a ilure and the consequent dependence of all human 
salvation not upon God's justice but upon love and 
grace, or in other words up on mercy. Paul is therefore 
Frost's symbol of the Christian way of life as opposed 
to Jonas's (justice above all), Jesse Bel's (potential 
nihilistic dipsomania), and Keeper's (collectivistic 
humanitarianism). 
In working toward the conversion of his patients, 
Paul utilizes Frost's favorite method: letting the 
other parties say it for themselves. He re quests that 
everyone rerea d the Sermon on the Mount and then calls 
24 I C . th· ... 1 2 or1n 1ans x111. - • 
for an opinion about its significance. Je sse Bel, 
in whom the gre atest things produce only a nervous 
re a ction (p. 636), sees in the Sermon only "the same 
old nothin (T, . 11 Keeper, however, grasps the outer edge 
of the idea no which Pa ul has been leading them. 
Keeper sees the Sermon as 
••• An irresistable impossibility. 
A lofty beauty no one can live up to 
274 
Yet no one turn from trying to live up to. (p~ 631) 
This g ives Paul the opportunity of restating and clar-
ifying his basic premise--the inevitability of failure 
or sin: 
Yes, s p oken so we c an 't live up to it 
Yet so we'll have to weep because we can't. 
Mercy is only to the undeserving. 
But such we all are made in the sight of God. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Here we all fail together, dwarfed and poor. 
Failure is failure, but success is failure. 
There is no better way of hav ing it. 
An end you can't by any means achieve 
And yet can't turn your back on or i gnore, 
That is the myst ery you must accept. 
(p. 632) 
Keeper still thinks he ~ turn his back on it, but 
Jonas has been near enough to desperation in his flight 
from God to realize the saving possibilities of Paul 's 
doctrine. ~~id echoes of Bunyan, Jonas catches a 
g limpse of the symbolic gates and becomes a Pilgrim 
instead of a runaway: 
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You ask if I see y onder shining gate, 
And I reply I almost think I do, 
Beyond this great door you have locked against me, 
Beyond the storm, beyond the universe. 
(p. 633) 
Immediately, Jonas wants to run out into the night in 
pursuit of what he has g limpsed, but Paul makes clear 
that mental acceptance is not enough, that sacrifice 
is involved, and that the quest must be accomplished 
not outwardly but inwardly. Jonas cannot go outr by 
the same door at which he entered. Instead, he must 
descend into an oubliette located in the cellar of 
the store. 
The oubliette is the key symbol of this. highly 
symbolic play; but like many great literary symbols, 
its significance is not distinct and explicit but 
sugges.tive and expansive. The term oubliette is in 
itself an interesting one, signifying a dungeon into 
which one must descend from above . Its derivation--
obviously from the French verb oublier, to forget--
' 
makes it highly a pplicable to the special purposes of 
this play. As Paul explains to Jonas, the oubliette 
is a dungeon 
Where you must lie in self-forgetfulness 
On the wet flags before a crucifix 
I have had painted on the cellar wall 
By a reli.gious Aztec Indian. (p. 637) 
Jon as is hesitant about entering so fearful a place 
and asks if, whiLe there, he is to me d itate upon the 
idea that justice doesn't really matter. Paul, with 
sharp semantic discrimination, gives him this answer: 
Meditate nothing. Learn to contemplate. 
Contemplate glory. There will be a light. 
Contemplate truth until it burns y our eyes out. 
(p. 637) 
The word meditate is apparently not quite free o~ 
2?6 
the connotations of ponder or reconsider. Perhaps there 
is a lingering suggestion of logic associa ted with the 
word me ditate. Paul des.ires Jonas to era.se from his 
mind anything that suggests the weighing of ideas in 
the balance. Jonas's mind is to be filled ex clusive-
ly by the concept of pure mercy. uchrist, '' says Paul, 
"came to introduce a break with logic I That made all 
other outrage seem as child's playu (p. 630). Con-
templation, which by derivation has certain religious 
associations of which the poet would be aware, 25 con-
note·s mystical a ttentiveness, absorption, and ador-
ati on. Wh a t Paul demands of Jonas amounts to a dark 
journey through and beyond the limitations of self, 
2 5 Frost, with his g ood knowledg e of Lat in, would 
be aware of these assoc i a tions. Contemplate comes 
from the Latin contemplari, meaning to ga ze attentively 
or, origina lly, to mark out an augural temple. See 
Webster's New World Dictionary, p. 318 . 
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a final amalga mation of the finite self with infin ite 
glory and truth. 26 But some lingering reserva tion 
hold s Jonas back from such a j ourney . He recognizes 
the gr e a tness of wh a t Paul s ays, but he c a nnot en tire-
ly d i s re gard Keep er's views. Perhaps, as Jonas h es-
ita tes on the threshold of the oubliette, he has in 
mind Keeper's r emarkable s p eech a b out the fearsome n ess 
of truth directly beheld: 
I f even the face of man's too bright a ligh t 
11'0 look at long d ire ctly (lik e the sun)' 
Then how much more the f a ce of truth must be. 
Ve were not g iven e y es or intellect 
For all the light a t once the source of light--
F or wisd om that can have no counterwisdom. 
(pp . 635;_636) 
However, the oubliette is apparently as uncom-
promising in its d emands as was the unconverted Jonas 
in his cry for merciless justice. Jonas's h esita tion 
is not neces s arily the thing which bring s about h is 
rejection and d e a th. The rea son for his rejection 
constitutes a major puzzle for many readers. He seems 
to be poised on the brink of the oubliette, ready to 
make his descent, when the door suddenly slams in his 
face. This appears to be the greatest injustice of 
26 The semantic distincnion is held by O'Donnell 
to be Thomistic. See "Parable in Poetry, .. Virginia 
Quarterly Review, XXV (Spring, 1949), 275. 
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all. Having surrendered his old philosophy of justice, 
Jonas had actually g iven all there was to give. Is 
all not enough? The answer, of course, is that it 
may not be. That is the lesson that Paul is teaching 
in the play. That is the mystery which human beings 
find so difficult to accept or even to face. That 
is the most tangible of all possible proofs of the 
lesson Paul has been teaching to Jonas: that justice 
is absolutely undependable and unfathomable. Even 
the apparently deserving may be rejected. 
This, and not the dread of punishment for sin, 
is the universal fear which links together all man-
kind. In a universe thus g overned, even the perfectly 
righteous must quake in uncertainty. Being righteous 
is not enough. Nothing may be enough, as Paul's 
final speech makes clear: 
Yes, there you have it at the root of things. 
We have to stay afraid deep in our souls 
Our sacrifice, the best we have to offer, 
And not our worst nor second best, our best, 
Our very best, our lives laid down like Jonah's, 
Our lives laid down in war and peace, may not 
Be found acceptable in Heaven's sight. 
And that they may be is the only prayer 
Worth praying. May my sacrifice 
Be found acceptable in Heaven's sight. 
(pp. 641-642) 
The subsequent speech by Keeper shows that at least 
one of the characters has learned his less@n very 
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well. 27 These words, which constitute a moving con-
elusion for a great play, epitomize the play's message--
the prayer for mercy is the on~y recourse for the 
world's lost millions: 
Let the lost millions pray it in the dark! 
My failure is no different from Jonah's. 
We both have lacked the courage in the heart 
To overcome the fear within the soul 
And go ahead to any accomplishment. 
Courage . is what it ·takes and takes the more of 
Because the deeper fear is so eternal. 
And if I say we lift him from the floor 
And lay him where you ordered him to lie 
Before the cross, it is from fellow feeling, 
As if I asked for one more chance myself 
To learn to say (He moves to Jonah's feet) 
Nothing can make injustice just but mercy. 
(p. 642) 
The leading symbol of this., 'play, the oubliette, 
appears to be related to the persistent Frostian theme 
of withdrawal and to the dark wood motif. From the 
first poem of his first book on throughout his career, 
Frost has emphasized the need for drawing apart, for 
stealing away into a realm where a man can collect _his 
thoughts and gain or regain a satisfactory spiritual 
orie~ion. Sometimes this withdrawal is of a tem-
porary type, a "strategic retreart," as Frost called 
27 O'Donnell's suggestion that the conclusion of 
the play represents a synthesis of Paul's and Keeper's 
viewpoints is not borne out. Paul is definitely the 
·apostle · and Keeper the would-be convert. See ~'Donnell, 
"Parable in Poetry," pp. 280-281. 
it in "A Drumlin Woodchuck" (pp. 365-366). This is 
the kind of restorative withdrawal suggested in 
"Birches" (p. 152)--a chance to "get away from earth 
awhile." But withdrawal can be a much deeper matter 
than a mere step backv1ard. It can be a way of life 
and even a way of salvation. "Build Soil" (p. 421) 
emphasizes the value of inwardness in cultivating not 
merely a better product but a better human being and 
a better civilization. "A Lone Striker" (p. 355) 
suggest s that · the way out may actually be the way in. 
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However, "there is one image," as J. M. Dabbs observed 
back in 1934, "which, by its character and by the 
frequency of its appearance, suggests that it has a 
special personal value. 'rhis is the image of a 
wood."28 This wood, the significance of which Dabbs 
dod not fully comprehend, proves to be the symbol 
through which Robert Frost expressed his deepest 
conviction about life: that self-exploration and self-
comprehension are the sine-gua-non of maturity and 
even of salvation. "Into My Own 11 (p. 5) began the 
,journey into the endless wood of self, and that 
journey continued throughout Frost's life. In 
28 "Robert Frost and the Dark Woods," Yale 
Review, XXIII (March, 1934), 517. 
281 
"Directive" (p. 520), the journey carries unambiguously 
into the realm of spiritual sustenance, which is to 
be obtained by moving backwards into the forgotten 
wild erne.ss far enough for self-discovery and purification. 
The next step , almost inevitably, had to be the relig-
ious sy¢bol of the oubliette, the place of absolute 
withdrawal from the distractions which keep us from 
seeing and contemplating the light of Christian mercy. 
The Anex of Frost's Philosophy 
! Masgue of Mercy, coming so late in Frost's 
career, probably constitutes a better guide to the 
poet's mature philosophy than any of his other poems. 
This masque is a refutation of the viewpoint that 
F rost has d e generated into cynicism and irreverence, 
as Aimee Mardenborough contended in her 1948 article in 
tne Catholic World. 29 Properly understood, this masque 
demonstrates a quality of reverence and sincerity 
extremely rare among today's poets. Mercy calls for 
a major readjustment of viewpoints like that held by 
Peter Vierec k , who declares that"Sand Dunes 11 (p. 330) 
represents the "final messag e of Frost's complete 
29 "Robert Frost: the Old and the New," Catholic 
World, CLXVIII ( December, 1948), 232-236. 
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poems."?0 Viereck overemphasizes Frost's faith in 
human reason. Frost certainly has spoken optimistically 
of the chances of the human mind in its clash with the 
threatening storms of the universe, but throughout 
his career he has also expressed doubt that reason 
would ultimately prove enough. Viereck, whose con-
clusions were r e ached as late as 1949, when both 
Reason and Mercy were available, demonstrates the 
general indifference of critics and scholars to the 
central message of the masques. This indifference 
stems from the inability of most readers and critics 
to understand what the masques were really trying to 
say, an inability for which Frost is usually blamed 
but for which he is only slightly responsible. Clearly, 
Frost now has grave doubts about the power of human 
reason either to figure out the enigmas of the moral 
universe or to cope with them adequately. Probably 
the catastrophe of World War II did mueh to crystallize 
this doubt and to impel expression of it, but the 
rising of the doubt was evident long before. Signs 
of it showed up early in Frost's skepticism about 
30 "Parnassus Divided, 11 Atlantic Monthly, CLXXXIV 
(October, 1949), 67-70. 
283 
science, planned economies, regimentation, etc.31 
In the realm of religion, one cannot blame earlier 
critics for being extremely cauti0us about ascribing 
to Frost specifically religious motives, especially 
Christian ones. Frost himself was always very cautious 
about accepting anything ready-made. He wanted to 
work things out for himself as much as his own abilities 
would permit. On the other hand, some readers may be 
i ndicted for not recognizing at least what religious 
interest did exist in the earlier poems, or for assum-
ing that any one or two of Frost's poems summed up 
his religious t h inking for all time. As a complete 
study of Frost's works will demonstrate, the poet's 
thought does not shine out flatly as from a mirror 
but refracts through and reflects from a multitude of 
individual facets. No one facet presents a complete 
picture or a full spectrum. But the religious interest 
has been constant, as w. D. O'Donnell points out in 
"Parable in Poetry": "Actually, the religious element 
began with~ Boy's Will, in poems like ' Revelation' 
3l See poems like "Build Soil" (pp. 421-4-30), 
"Departmental" (p. 372), "Boeotian" (~. 494), "It Is 
Almost the Year Two Thousand" (p. 488), "The Lesson :for 
Today" (pp. 471-476), "The Lost Follower" (pp. 483-
484), "The Literate Farmer and the Planet Venus" (pp. 
509-513), "A Considerable Speck" (p. 481), "The Plan-
ners" (p. 566), "An Importer" (p. 565), "A Case for 
Jefferson" (p. 557), "Skeptic" (p. 549), "Why Wait for 
Science" (p. 563), "Bursting Rapture" (p. 568), and 
others. 
and 'A Prayer in Spring,' and through the later vol-
umes it retained the distinctive quality to be found 
in Frost at his best."32 Writing before the masques 
were available, H. H. Waggoner did as well as most in 
stating Frost's religious position. He found Frost 
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an agnostic "in respect to the orthodox Christian creeds 
and a realist the core of whose philosophy is re~ealed 
in the poem 'Acceptance.' 11 33 Some others, writing much 
later than Wa ggoner, have come forward with .very little 
more. Sidney Cox, in 1948, f ound Frost "one who can't 
imagine heaven, or desire it, but has had suggestions 
of eternity."34 Joseph Warren Beach, in 1954, cites 
"Bereft 11 and "Good-by and Keep Cold'' as evidence of 
the fact that, although Frost has a "distaste for 
churches and preaching," he has a sense of a directing 
power in the universe superior to man. Beach says that 
Frost shows Puritanical inclinations in h is extreme 
independence, his "distrust of worldliness, 11 and his 
32 Page 269. 
33 11 The Humanistic Idealism of Robert Frost," 
American Literature, XIII (November, 1941), 207-223. 
Waggoner's views were mentioned earlier in this study. 
See Chapter V. 
34 "Robert Frost and Poetic J:i'ashion," American 
Scholar, XVIII (Winter, 1948-9), 84. 
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"distaste for any kind of immodesty."35 
The only scholar who has placed Frost thoroughly 
within the Christian tradition, and specifically with-
in the Thomistic branch, is W. G. O'Donnell. His 
study of ! Masgue of Mercy is the most elaborate 
and, in many respects, the most insightful of all 
available commentaries on this masque. Although 
O'Donnell runs the danger of becoming overly specific 
in designating Frost's intention, his thesis deserves 
consideration as the only really comprehensive treat-
ment of Mercy so far published. O'Donnell contends 
that A Masgue of Mercy makesFrost "the only signifi-
cant American poet whose mind is oriented to a Scholas-
tic philosophy •••• The religious content is standard 
Thomistic doctrine, counter·balanced by an underlying 
skepticism." Paul represents the J:homistic apostle 
who has, by virtue of the "gift of gratuitous grace, 11 
been granted an inspiring faith which can lead others 
to similar faith. The oubliette is a symbolic pur-
gatory, the obligatory suffering which "accompanies 
any opposition to the natural man or any developmen·t 
of a more profound inwardness." The semantic subtlety 
35 11 Robert l!"'rost " Yale Review XLIII (Winter, 
' -- ' 19 54) , 2 04-217 • 
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of meditation versus contemplation represents, accord-
ing to O'Donnell, a standard ~homistic distinction. 
For Aquinas, contemplation stood for the napex of 
spirituality and p laced the ultimate beatitude in an 
act of the intellect by which man comes to know God 
and is made a participant in eternal life. 11 Jonas's 
death is compared to the "deatH' of Paul on the road 
to Damascus. It is not death in the literal sense, 
but represents the 11 death of the Old Covenant and the 
natural man." ~he analysis of fear at the end, says 
O'Donnell, is another Thomistic distinction; and the 
final emphasis on mercy is a recognition of the 
Thomistic primacy of grac¢.36 The main justification 
for this interpretation, aside from the possible 
parallelisms which O'Donnell p oints out, is Keeper's 
casual remark to Jonas about "Bohning up on Thomism" 
(p. 623). The main objection to this theory is simply 
that the evidence for it is very inconclusive. One 
can hardly e nvision Frost, who has resisted specific 
attachment to any other orthodoxy (or unorthodoxy, 
for that matter), finally embracing the ism of the 
Scholastics and Aquinas. P sychologists, philosophers, 
36 "Parable in Poetry," passim. 
theologians, and critics naturally find it hard to 
resist the temptation to think in terms of schools 
and movements. When they discuss the thought or 
method of a writer, they are eager to place him as 
a disciple. But as there are men who never mount so 
high as discipleship, there are others who transcend 
it. Frost' s detractors are perhaps minded to place 
him in the former category. Possibly the future 
will place him in the latter. 
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! Masgue of Mercy makes it impossible, in any 
event, to deny Frost a position as a prominent spokes-
man for a broadly Christian viewpoint. It is not the 
only Christian viewpoint, certainly, but it is one that 
the poet has discovered for himself after a life of 
sincere seeking. Frost sees life as fraught with 
fundamental mysteries and uncertainties, eniB~as too 
great for the human mind to reason out. Reason and 
logic, useful tools for dealing with the minor--one 
might even say trivial--problems of daily life, 
break down entirely a gainst the really great puzzles 
of existence. Justice, which is a function of reason, 
likewise breaks down. Against the perfection of the 
moral ideal, symbolized by the Sermon on the Mount, 
all human attainment becomes failure. Success and 
failure become the same. Life becomes a colossal un-
certainty in which no conduct, however good, can 
guarantee salvation. Fear becomes the universal 
human emotion--fear that even the best will not be 
enough. Mankind, so united by fear, retains only 
one hope--the reality of love and mercy. Love is 
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the principle and mercy the a pplication. Both trans-
cend, or function indep endently of, reason and justice, 
which correspondingly rep resent a principle and an 
application. Frost seems to be suggesting that reason, 
with its a gent justice, perpetuates evil by calling 
forever · for a c ounter-evil. Reason was the principle 
which forged the evil chain of retribution in the 
Greek Oresteia. Reason was the creed of Jona s at 
the beg inning of Frost's Mercy. Reason was basic to 
the Old Testament creed (an eye for an eye) which 
Christ came to abolish and replace by the principle 
of love and its active counterpart, mercy. The break 
with logic, wherever morality is concerned, is thus 
the prerequisite to Christianity, as Paul says in 
! Masgue of Mercy (p. 630). The purpose of the 
Sermon on the Mount is to set an ideal so high that 
no man can feel certain that he has attained to it. 
Consequently, none can feel deserving, according to 
the terms of reason and justice, of anything other 
than punishment. All must pray for mercy, must make 
mercy the kelson of the universe. God himself must 
become a symbol of mercy and not of justice. What 
God is, that man must aspire to be. Under these 
conditions reveng e could not endure as a social tool, 
and the fantastic anomalies of "preventive war 11 or 
''war to end war 11 would perish forever. In short, the 
Christian p rinciple of love for enemies would immedi-
ately eradicate the concept of "eriemy" from the 
earth. 
A Masgue of Reason ~nd A Masgue of Mercy become, 
r.::· 
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according to the interpretation here offered, warnings 
to a civilization which has allowed itself to be led 
into war after war, in the name of reason and justice; 
a civilization which, after World War II,37 let its 
sense of justice produce the additional horrors of 
mass imprisonment, mass enslavement, and mass execu-
tions. But these masques are warning s and challenges 
37 It is not inconceivab le that, the dates of these 
masques being what they are, Frost actually thought of 
them in terms of advice to a war-torn world. Specific-
ally, Mercy suggests a warning to the victors that the 
concept of justice leads eventually to the idea of re-
venge,and so on ad infinitum. 
to individuals as well. The last line of Mercy 
testifies to an old truth re-embraced experientially 
by one of the greatest artists of our time: "Nothing 
can make injustice just but mercy." 
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EXHIBIT: EXCERPT FROM A FROST LETTER 
(This excerpt comprises about two-thirds of a short 
letter to the author of the present study. Frost 
wrote this l~tter (dated September 19, 1956) from 
Homer Noble Farm, Ripton, Vermont. He was replying 
to a general inquiry about his views on symbolism 
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and on a symbolic approach to the study of his poetry. 
The unquoted portion of the letter comprises some 
routine information about Frost's possible availa-
bility for an interview at some future time. Even 
in so brief a passage as the following, one can de-
tect the inimitable personality which has earned the 
great poet the love of readers all over the world 
and the respect of the best critics of a highly 
critical age.) 
You could please me very much with 
a book about me as a symbolist if you could 
manage it without sounding too much on the 
defensive. There was a time thirty years ago 
when I talke4 too much on what I called my 
ulteriority complex; so I shut up. I did the 
same thing over my distinction between rhythm 
and metre. A large proportion of all poetry 
could be called symbolical in the most matter 
of fact sense of the word. It's probably a 
question of more and less. Sometimes I am 
hinting more than at others. The hard thing 
in life and in poetry is to learn to take the 
hint intended, not to miss it that is, but 
never to take a hint when no such thing was 
thought of. For hint read intimation, suggestion, 
innuendo, double entendre, and symbol •••• 
(Signed) Robert Frost 
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willing to make his findings public at the present 
time. Yale permits use of dissertations only 
with author sanction.) 
1. Larson, Mildred R. "Robert Frost as a Teacher." 
New York University School of Education 
Doctoral Dissertation, 1949. 
2. Lynen, John F. "Pastoralism in the Poetry of 
Robert Frost." Yale University Doctoral 
Dissertation, 1954. 
3. McCoy, Donald Edward. "Robert Frost: The Reception 
and Development of his Poetry." Univer-
sity of Illinois Doctoral Dissertation, 
1952. 
4. Roberts, Esther L. "The Thought in Robert Frost's 
Poetry." Boston University Doctoral 
Dissertation, 1947. 
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5. Seibt, Irma. "Die Dichtung Robert Frosts." Univer-
sity of Graz, Austria, Doctoral Disser-
tation, 1939. 
6. Smith, Mary E. "The Function of Natural Phenomena 
in the Poetry of Robert Frost." Univer-
sity of Iowa ~octoral Dissertation, 1951. 
Q. Research in Progress (This work is not available 
for use at the present time. It is listed because 
of its possible value to fut-ure scholars • .. Unless 
otherwise specified, this work was listed as in 
progress during the present year, 1956.) 
1. Brix, I. "Frost." University of Vienna Doctoral 
Dissertation, listed in progress 1952. 
2. 
3. 
4-. 
6. 
8. 
Doyle, John R. "The Poetry of Robert Frost, an 
Analysis." The Citadel. Latest listing 
is 1952. 
Ganz, Robert Jr. "Frost and the Nineteenth-century 
Poetic Tradition." Harvard University 
Doctoral Dissertation. 
Isaacs, Elizabeth. "Frost, the Man and his Art." 
Washington University Doctoral Disser-
tation. 
Libal, Margarete. nDas Naturgeffthl bei Frost." 
University of Vienna Doctoral Dissertation, 
listed in progress 1952. 
O'Donnell, William G. "An Introduction to Frost." 
University of Massachusetts. Listed in 
1952. 
Smythe, Daniel. "A Study of Frost's Poetry." 
University of Pennsylvania Doctoral 
Dissertation. 
Thompson, Lawrance. "A Biography of Robert Frost." 
Princeton University. This work has been 
listed as in progress for several years. 
An Abstract of 
ROBERT FROST: AMERICAN SYMBOLIST 
Doctoral Dissertation 
Boston University, 1956 
byCharles H. Cook, Jr. 
The aim of the present study is to discuss the 
sense in which Frost may be termed a symbolist and to 
demonstrate the validity of the symbolic approach in 
the interpretation of individual poems and of the 
poetry as a whole. Frost's artistic premises show 
that he advocates art for wisdom's sake, not (like 
most "Symbolistes 11 ) art for art's sake. He is a 
symbolist in the Emersonian or American tradition. 
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In Frost's earliest works, the two dominant 
symbolic themes are the "withdrawal" and "sic transit" 
motifs. The dominant symbols are the dark wood _(com-
plicated and dynamic in implication) and miscellaneous 
emblems of mortal decay. North of Boston seems a 
conscious reaction from the subjectivity of the earlies,t 
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works toward a gregarious opposite. The introductory 
poem, "Mending Wall," introduces the symbolic wall-
motif which dominates the collection. Mountain Interval 
and New Hampshire provide the first prominent manifes-
tations of the poet's artistic maturity, but the cul-
mination toward which the early books have been tending 
seems to arrive in West-Running Brook. Frost utilizes 
his 11 constant't symbols to emphasize man's sense of 
weakness in an inimical universe. The human response 
to this condition is treated symbolically in the poem 
11West-Running Brook." The black stream, symbolizing 
the universal course of mortal decay, is met by a 
strange resistance in itself, a resistance which kicks 
up a white wave in the contrary direction. 
The late works, including A. Further Range, A 
Witness ~' and Steeple Bush, intensify Frost's con-
cern over spiritual problems. The aging poet repeatedly 
intimates his sense of time's passage. Utilizing the 
dark-wood symbol in combination with other devices, 
he expresses more fully his concept of the self and 
his recognition of t he importance of introversion. 
The two symbolic masques sum up Frost's thinking 
on the leading concerns of his life: the problem of 
314 
evil and the pursuit of spiritual fulfillment. Reason 
declares the total unrea.son of suffering, the reality 
of evil, and the impossibility of successfully ration-
alizing Satan out of the picture. Mercy questions 
how man should order his life in a universe of moral 
irrationality and inescapable evil. Since man cannot 
meet the standards voiced in the Sermon on the Mount, 
man is inevitably destined to failure and sin. The 
universal irrationality is such that even one's best 
is not enough. Since all must fail, the only hope 
lies in love and its active agent, mercy. The key 
symbol of Mercy is an oubliette, a device related to 
the dark wood. 
The only conclusion possible, in the light of a 
careful study of the symbolic implications of Frost's 
complete works, is that Frost has tended, from the 
beginning of his career, toward a broadly Christian 
view of man's relationship to other men and to God. 
Expressing himself largely through symbols, Frost 
intimates that reason, which may be useful in trivial 
situations, is worthless in dealing with the great moral 
and spiritual issues. Christ came to bring about the 
grand break with reason and logic and to demonstrate 
(as we learn in Mercy) by his preaching and his own 
fate that reason and justice are pathways to despair. 
The hope lies in love and mercy. 
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